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        When above turns to darkness

        And below breaks free

        A witch born to humans

        Salvation shall bring

        Fated to five who are not what they seem

        The Phoenix will rise and become Earth’s Queen

        Into the embers

        One

        Two

        Three

        Devoured by Flame

        The Phoenix is She
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        KOLE

      

      

      

      My face burns, but I can’t turn away. The flames dance higher and higher, stretching from the basin of the fountain up toward the ever-darkening sky. 

      I’m aware of Eve and Ragnor shouting at one another. She’s waving her arms, he’s putting his hands on her shoulders and shaking her, but I can’t bring myself to look at them.

      All I can see is Nova. Her arm hanging over the edge of the fountain. Her face when she said goodbye. But she is no longer there. 

      Devoured by flame. 

      She is leaving me. Leaving us. With every flicker of the bright orange fire, she slips further away. My chest tightens and my gut twists violently. I lurch forward and grab the nearest tree so I don’t fall to my knees. What if I was wrong? What if she doesn’t come back? What if I just sent the woman I love to her death? 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The moon is high in the sky by the time the flames die down. I am still holding onto the large oak tree beside me. It feels my pain. Thin, winding branches have wrapped themselves around my arm, holding me upright. The oak’s heartbeat matches my own. Only earth mages feel the rhythm of the trees. Usually it is comforting. Now, here, it brings no solace; just a reminder that I am still breathing, and Nova is not. Despite the hours that have passed, she is still not here. She has not risen. She did not stand and walk through the flames back into my arms.

      The Phoenix has not returned.

      A crowd has gathered around the fountain. Werewolves in their human form stand, salivating over what is happening before them.

      It took Ragnor and Eve only seconds to turn their confusion at what was happening into victory. “We did it, Ragnor,” she cooed. “We did what he asked. We captured The Phoenix. We bottled her blood, and now…” She turned and splayed her arms out to her sides, “she is no more.”

      “We should put them out,” Ragnor replied, his dark eyes reflecting the dance of Nova’s final flames. 

      “No.” Eve hugged herself, smiling. “Let the witch burn.”

      Finally the flames seem to be putting themselves out. Stopping their relentless attack on Nova’s beautiful body. Leaving her in peace. Ragnor claps his hands and calls for silence. He strides toward the fountain. As he draws nearer, blood rushes to my ears and throbs in my veins. The thought of him touching her brings white-hot bile to the back of my throat. I swallow it down. At the same time, I try to squash the magick inside me; I want to rip up the ground beneath Ragnor’s feet. I want to hang him upside down from the oak above my head and choke the life from his sick, ruthless body with my bare hands.

      He grips the rim of the basin and peers down into it. I can barely breathe. I want to see her, but I’m not sure if I can. This part, I’m not sure if I can watch.

      For several long, quivering moments, Ragnor is still. His shoulders rise and fall with the movement of his breath. I narrow my eyes and tug my arm free from the branch that has been holding me up; I need to get closer.

      Stepping sideways, I move into the shadow just inside the treeline. Still out of sight, but only just. Ragnor dips a hand into the fountain, then rights himself slowly. Eve is watching him too, ticking her head from side to side and bobbing on the soles of her feet as if she can barely stand the anticipation. 

      “Ragnor?” she asks when he turns to face her.

      Everyone else is silent. Ragnor looks down at his closed hand, then a smile twitches his lips. It stretches across his face. Eyes sparkling, he raises his fist. When he opens it, ashes fall to the ground. 

      “She’s gone,” he barks loudly. “The Phoenix is no more!” He looks up at the moon and raises his hands toward it as if he is praying. “In five days’ time, when the moon is full, we will use the Phoenix’s blood to raise The Shadow King.” His voice grows darker and louder. “We will end humanity! Supers will reign supreme! We. Will. Rule!”

      Cheers break out. The werewolves start baying and howling, even though they’re still in their human forms. Ragnor throws what’s left in his hand up into the air and I watch as Nova’s ashes catch in the moonlight. 

      I want to lunge for them, gather them, save them, save her.

      But they drift away on a breeze I didn’t even know was there; Nova drifts away from me. 

      “Time to celebrate!” Ragnor puts his arm around Eve, but she breaks away and starts dancing. She pulls him with her. He refuses to dance but allows her to skip circles around him while the others continue to shout and cheer. 

      I fall to my knees. My chest swells as if it’s going to break open. I can barely breathe. I scrape my fingers through my hair and look back at the fountain. “She was supposed to come back,” I whisper, digging my fingernails into the cold earth beneath me. “She can’t be gone… she was supposed to come back.”

      Nova… I search for her with my voice. If she’s out there, and she can hear me, she’ll let me know. She’ll find a way to reach me. Nova, Little Star, please… don’t leave me.

      I glance back into the darkness of the woods. It is the first time I have taken my eyes from the fountain since Nova left my side, but all I can think of now is the others. Are they waiting or did they return to the lake? Did they see the smoke? Are they comforting one another at this very moment, whispering to each other that it will all be okay because I promised it would be?

      I look back when I realize the noise around the fountain has quietened. Everyone is staring at the house. On the steps, a figure has appeared. A woman dressed in white with long, black hair and a willowy frame. As she descends, eyes fixed on Ragnor, I notice her feet are bare. She is so fragile; she looks like she might snap at any moment. 

      When Ragnor opens his arms and smiles at her, I realize who she is. I am staring at Sam’s mother, Elena—the woman Ragnor loved so much he would destroy the world to bring her back.

      Like a frightened child, she shrinks into herself as she weaves through the crowd of werewolves to find Ragnor. When she reaches him, he pulls her to his chest, then cups her face in his hands and strokes her hair from her cheeks. She whispers something I can’t hear. His expression changes to one of deep concern. Still staring at Elena, he shouts, “Back inside, everyone! My wife wishes to celebrate somewhere a little warmer.”

      There is a murmur of discontent, but it quickly dissipates when Ragnor snaps his head up and marches forward, arm fixed firmly around Elena’s shoulders. 

      When they reach the steps, Eve catches Ragnor’s arm and mutters something in his ear. He shakes his head and waves a dismissive hand at the fountain. Eve nods, looks furtively back at it, then follows Ragnor inside.

      I wait until the beat of loud, angry music drifts from the house, then I break my cover. I stride quickly to the fountain but pause a few feet away from it. I flex my fingers at my sides; my palms are hot, and my hands are shaking. 

      Part of me wants to turn away so I don’t have to see, but the part of my blood that is bonded to Nova’s can still sense her. It does not understand that she is gone. It vibrates and hums beneath my skin, pulling me toward what is left of The Phoenix’s body.

      When I reach the basin, I brace my hand on the large concrete column at its center. I breathe heavily as blood pulses in my ears, then I force myself to look down. 

      Inside, there is nothing but a pile of ashes. Ashes, and five wooden rings.
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        MACK

      

      

      Snow is growling at me. He’s pissed that we’re just standing here in the woods. He’s pissed we let Nova walk away from us, and he’s heartbroken thinking about the possibility of losing her. He wants me to shift. My skin itches from the inside out. My muscles twitch with the urge to grow, and harden; to become something bigger and stronger. Something capable of ripping trees from the ground and roaring at the sky so everyone knows the anguish we’re feeling. 

      As my thoughts spiral downward, inevitably returning to The Hollow and all the awful things that place has witnessed over the years, Luther approaches and puts a stoic hand on my shoulder. 

      “You okay, Baloo?” He’s using my nickname but he’s not smiling.

      “Are any of us okay?” I look around the group. We are huddled beneath the cover of the trees right where Kole and Nova left us. We haven’t moved since they walked away. 

      “It’s been hours,” he says, looking up at the dark canopy above our heads. We can’t even see the stars from here. 

      “We should go look for them.” Sam has been sitting with Tanner, but now he stands and walks into the center of the group. I’m on the floor, back against a tree, trying to resist the urge to pace like a caged animal. “It’s been too long,” Sam adds. “Hasn’t it?”

      Suddenly, I realize they’re all looking at me. Expecting me to make a decision, but what the fuck do I know? There was a time when I thought I was in control of all this. A time I thought I knew what was coming and how to prepare for it. But now? All I know now is that if Kole was wrong and Nova doesn’t return to us, the world can burn for all I care because my life won’t be worth anything without her in it.

      I’m about to answer Sam when we both, at the exact same moment, smell something on the breeze. Smoke. Remnants of smoke, and…the Viking.

      “Kole?” I spring to my feet as he appears through the trees. He’s cast a small green light in front of him to illuminate the way and it’s painting his features in an eerie glow. 

      “You waited,” he says, striding into the small clearing. 

      Instead of rushing forward and bombarding him with questions, the four of us stand quivering with nervous energy, staring, trying to read his face. Snow releases a grumble of tortured anticipation that makes my skin prickle. “We waited,” I repeat, my mouth so dry I can barely get any words out. 

      I glance at the others. Tanner is the one to ask, “Where is she?” He looks behind Kole as if this all might be some elaborate joke and Nova’s about to jump out from the bushes and yell, Surprise!

      “What happened?” Sam says, scraping his fingers through his curly hair. 

      “You didn’t see the smoke?” Kole’s shoulders have dropped. He looks exhausted. 

      I shake my head and exchange a knowing look with Sam. “We smelled it, just now when the wind changed direction. Before that…” I swallow hard then repeat Sam’s question. “What happened, Kole?”

      Kole lets his arms hang by his sides, shakes them and holds them in front of his stomach instead, then unfolds them again. Even when he was coming off F.H.B. I never saw him this agitated. “She let Ragnor and Eve capture her as we planned. They—” He closes his eyes and pinches the bridge of his nose. Watching him, my heart plummets to the bottom of my stomach. “They put her in the fountain and drained her blood.” He’s speaking quickly now, eyes still closed. “They filled a vial. They said it was for The Shadow King. They were about to fill more when the flames started.”

      “They set her on fire?” Tanner’s eyes widen. He shivers and rubs his forearms. 

      Kole shakes his head solemnly. “No. The fire just… was.” He looks at me. “You really didn’t see the smoke?”

      “We really didn’t see,” I tell him.

      “She burned for hours.” Kole suddenly wavers and looks like he’s going to fall. Tanner lurches to catch him. Sam helps, and they ease him to the ground. “I didn’t take my eyes off her. I stayed with her until the end.” Kole looks up at us. “When they left—the wolves and Ragnor—I went to her. I wanted to bring her back to you—” He chokes on his words and a guttural sob escapes his lips. “I thought if we buried her, maybe that’s how she’d return but—”

      He is not holding a body. Was she too badly burned? Did he try to save us from having to see her like that? I’m about to tell him I don’t care, that I can handle it, that I just need to see her, when he reaches into his pocket. His fist is bunched tight, knuckles whitening. 

      “There was nothing left.” He looks up. When he catches Tanner’s gaze, Tanner sinks to the ground too, holding his chest as if he can feel what Kole saw. “Nothing but ashes. I tried to carry them, but they slipped through my fingers.” He holds out his hand and slowly unfurls his fist. “These were all I could bring.” 

      When I take my eyes from his face and look at his palm, a heavy, jagged breath rushes from my lungs. He’s holding her rings. Five wooden rings.

      “They’re all that was left,” Kole says, brushing his large thumb over the small, charred bands. “Just these. I don’t know how they survived when she didn’t…”

      There is silence for a moment. Snow is quiet, but his anguish throbs in my limbs. He felt this way when Layla died. I swore he’d never feel that pain again, but this time I couldn’t protect him. I couldn’t protect us. We fell too hard, too fast. 

      “You said she’d come back.” Luther strides over, picks his ring from Kole’s hand and clenches it tightly. “When? When does it happen?”

      Kole shakes his head. “I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean you don’t know?” Luther barks. “This was your plan. You told us she’d return. How? When there’s no body? How is she supposed to come back? What’s she supposed to come back to?”

      “Don’t say that—” Sam interrupts him. 

      “Don’t say what?” Luther rounds on Sam instantly, eyes flashing with red-hot fury. 

      “Body—as if it’s separate from her. It’s Nova. We’re talking about Nova.”

      “You don’t think I know that?” Luther squares up to Sam. He looks like he wants to slam his fist into Sam’s face. Not because he hates Sam or even because he hates what Sam just said to him, but because what the fuck else is he supposed to do with all the pain he’s feeling? 

      Springing to his feet, Tanner steps between them. “Stop,” he whispers. “Nova told us to look after each other. What would she say if she found you two fighting five minutes after she…” He stops before the word died crosses his lips.

      I know I should be doing something. I know I should be playing the peacekeeper and stopping them from being at each other’s throats. I should persuade them to go back to the lake, wait like we promised, trust Kole, trust Nova. But my heart hurts so much I can barely see straight. 

      Kole stands then reaches out a hand and pulls me to my feet. He has pocketed the remaining four rings. Luther has slipped his onto the tip of his ring finger. 

      “We should return to the lake,” Kole says what I was thinking. “We told Nova that’s where we’d be. When she returns, we should be waiting.”

      I look at Luther. Sweat has broken out on his forehead. His eyes are dark and full of fire at the same time. “We should keep watch over The Hollow. Take shifts.”

      “We can’t,” Kole replies. “It’s too dangerous, Luther. If Eve releases the hounds, or if the wolves find us, Nova could come back and discover she’s a fated mate down.” He tries to offer Luther a wry smile but it doesn’t look right on his face. “And she’d be mighty pissed if that happened.”

      Luther narrows his eyes then, without saying a word, turns and stalks back in the lake’s direction. Wisps of smoke drift up from his shoulders; he is quite literally burning with grief. 

      I let Tanner and Sam follow Luther, then step in line next to Kole. “Do you still believe she’s coming back?” I ask him, praying he smiles at me too. Convincingly this time. “After everything you just saw, do you still believe?”

      Kole doesn’t answer.
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      To me, the lake has always been the epitome of beauty and peace. Swimming here even in my darkest times, offered relief and solace. The fierceness of the falls juxtaposed with the silky-smooth water of the lake did something to my soul that no other place could.

      When we return, however, a little before midnight with the moon hanging brightly in the sky, the lake looks different. She is darker and choppier. Instead of healing me, I feel like she wants to drown me—pull me down to her deepest depths and let me die among the weeds.

      Luther doesn’t stop to look at the falls or remember our last moments here with Nova. Instead, he storms toward the caves and disappears inside. Kole and Mack go after him, but I need to be outside. 

      Slightly frantically, I take off my shoes and walk to the water’s edge. Please, release me. I let my gaze drift out toward the dark heart of the lake. Please, release me. It hurts too much without her. Make it stop.

      I’m about to wade in and plunge beneath the surface of the water, allow the lake to swallow me up if that’s what she wants, when Sam steps up next to me. He’s barefoot too, his toes nestling into the sandy earth beneath the shallow water. “She’s coming back,” he says firmly. “I don’t feel like she’s gone. So, she has to be coming back.”

      I exhale heavily and smile. He really does believe it; his faith shimmers around him. “You’re an optimist.”

      Sam shakes his head. “No, I’m a realist. If I can be rescued from a hell dimension, then Nova can be brought back from wherever she is right now. We just have to be patient.”

      “Kole’s rattled,” I tell him as we walk back to the beach and sit down. 

      “He saw her die. Of course, he’s rattled.” Sam rubs his knees and looks up at the moon. Most wolves look wolf even when they’re human, but Sam is different. I’d never have known he was a werewolf if he hadn’t shifted in front of me. If anything, his face is more cat than wolf—but I wouldn’t dare tell him that. “This is the third time I’ve lost her,” Sam says, “and fate has brought us back together twice already. I have to believe it will happen this time too.”

      “Four times,” I mutter, my skin bristling as a cool breeze drifts across the lake. “If you include our ancestors. Our history.”

      Sam nods slowly. He nudges me with his upper arm. “Fated to five,” he says, quoting the prophecy. “Fate has been meddling with us from the start. It won’t let us down now.”

      Pressing my lips together, I look at the falls and follow the sheets of water down to where they create a pool of bubbling foam and froth. “I never really believed in fate,” I say quietly. “At least, not until those three came into my life.” I jerk my head toward the caves, half-wondering what Kole, Mack, and Luther are doing in there. If they’re fighting or consoling one another.

      “How did they?” Sam asks, angling himself so he can see my face a little better. “Come into your life?”

      “Sam, I don’t really feel like talking.”

      “Right now, talking’s the only thing we can do. So, tell me… I know Mack taught Kole and Luther at the Academy. But you never told me how you became part of their group.” His forehead creases a little as he watches my expression. When he dips his head to catch my eyes, his dark, curly hair falls across his face and he’s forced to sweep it away with the back of his hand. 

      “It’s a long story,” I tell him, my mind already tugging with the urge to take me back to memories I’ve tried so hard to erase.

      “Right.” Sam nods.

      “I haven’t even told Nova all of it,” I say, resting my forearms on my knees.

      “Sorry, Tanner. You’re right. I shouldn’t have asked. Not now.” Sam puts his hand on my back and pats it lightly. “It’s not the time.”

      Despite the heavy thudding in my stomach, perhaps because I need the distraction, perhaps because I know Sam’s truth so he should know mine, I draw my shoulders back and take a deep breath. “I was a hopeless water mage. Always found being an empath easier. It came naturally. I didn’t have to force it or learn how to control it.” I shudder as memories start to dance across the lake in front of me. “I was seventeen, not far off from taking my exams, when The League took me.”

      I glance at Sam and see him watching me with a steady expression. If he’s hearing the echoes of his own past in mine, he doesn’t let it show on his face.

      “They had a theory that if a mage’s elemental affinity is restricted, their secondary affinity will flourish.”

      “Restricted?” Sam frowns—despite being a werewolf, he’s almost as lacking as Nova in magickal knowledge and clearly thinks this is a common terminology that he’s missed out on learning.

      “It had never been done before and, to my knowledge, hasn’t been done since.” I shiver and notice Sam move a little closer. His warmth helps me to carry on. I brace myself, then say quickly, “They deprived me of water. For years, not a drop crossed my lips. They hydrated me with an IV.” I rub my palms together as the memory of the needle scratches at my skin. 

      “You were seventeen when you were taken, so you’re in your thirties now?” Sam’s lips curve downward a little as he tilts his head. He looks impressed. “I thought you were my age. Nova’s age.”

      “Empaths are notoriously youthful,” I tell him. “But you’re kinda missing the point, Sam.”

      “Sorry.” He frowns at himself. “What happened? Did it work? Is that why you’re able to do what you do?” He taps his temple. “With peoples’ heads?”

      I breathe out heavily and straighten my legs, moving my arms so I’m leaning back on my hands. “Yeah,” I tell him. “It worked. A lot of the time I was in the dark. Alone. My senses became heightened. Including the way I was able to read people. I started feeling them when they weren’t even in the room with me. Maybe a few feet away, maybe in the next room or the one above. At first, just one at a time. Then anyone who was nearby. I tried not to let them see—the ones who watched me—but it became impossible to hide. As soon as they knew it was working, they doubled down.” I swallow hard as my mind fills with darkness. I push it back and anchor myself on Sam. He’s not disgusted, or afraid, or pitying me. He’s just listening. 

      “They’re the ones who taught me how to jump.” I meet his eyes quickly, then look down at my toes wriggling in the cold sand. “At first, they just had me locate people for them. They’d give me a picture, and something that belonged to the person, then ask me to seek them out. Honestly, I still don’t understand how it works. But it did. And the more time went on, the better I got at it.” I turn to Sam and, this time, hold his gaze. “Toward the end, they made me jump into peoples’ heads. Control them. Manipulate them…” I keep staring into his eyes because I need to see what’s there; I need to see if I have horrified him yet. When he doesn’t look away, I say, “You’re not the only one with a dark past, Sam. The difference is you had things done to you. Me? I was the perpetrator. I hurt people. I made people hurt other people.”

      “What kind of people?” Sam asks softly.

      “Humans, usually, with connections to the A.M.A.”

      “What did you make them do?”

      I close my eyes and moisten my lower lip. A shiver of sickening guilt creeps up my spine. I can’t believe I’m about to say this out loud. “I made them kill supers.”

      I can’t look at Sam. My cheeks are burning with shame.

      “Why? I don’t understand why they’d make you do that? The League is all about protecting supers, isn’t it?”

      “No,” I snap. “The League wants to fuel hatred. To prove that humans and supers shouldn’t coexist. And they’d do anything to make that happen. Even sacrifice their own.”

      I hear Sam release a heavy sigh. “It’s not your fault, Tanner, they manipulated you.”

      “I haven’t told you that,” I say. “What makes you so sure they made me do it?”

      “Because they kept you captive for over a decade, and because I know you.” Sam taps my knuckles gently with his index finger. “I know you, Tanner, and Nova does too. She might not know all the details, but she wouldn’t love you the way she does if you were a bad person.”

      I clear my throat. The threat of tears surges like bile, but I swallow it down. “They told me they’d kill my parents if I didn’t do what they asked. They showed me videos taken outside the house. Photos of my mom at work, my dad playing golf, my cousins…” I dig my nails into my thighs to stop their faces coming back.

      “So, you did it to keep your family safe.” Sam wraps his fingers around mine and squeezes. 

      “Yeah.”

      “And it worked? They’re safe?”

      “Yeah, they’re safe.” I look down at my hand and at Sam’s. 

      “Then you should tell Nova. She’ll understand. And secrets…they eat you up eventually.” 

      The strength of Sam’s conviction—both that Nova will forgive me and that she’ll come back and be able to forgive me—makes my heart swell in my chest. He is naïve and haunted at the same time. He reminds me of Nova when she first came to Phoenix Falls, but also of me. 

      “My parents didn’t understand,” I mutter. When I look up, tears are in my eyes, and I have no idea why I’m allowing these emotions to come to the surface now of all times. It’s like a floodgate has been opened and I can’t slam it shut.

      “When I finally returned home, I thought they’d be the ones to tell me it wasn’t my fault. I thought they’d see I did it to keep them safe, so I told them everything. All of it. All the gory details.”

      Sam inches closer and wraps his arm around my shoulders. He doesn’t say anything, just sits next to me, breathing slowly. 

      “They told me they were ashamed. That they’d rather die than have a son who did those things. I haven’t seen them since.”

      “Tanner, I’m sorry.” Sam’s palm moves across my back. “I’m sorry they hurt you like that, but Nova’s different. She’d never turn away from you.”

      I sniff loudly and wipe my face on my arm. “I hope you’re right.” 

      “I know I’m right.” Sam nudges me with his shoulder, then there’s a pause before he says, “Kole, Luther, and Mack? They rescued you?”

      “Kole had a vision about me. He came back to Phoenix Falls, found Mack and Luther, and told them they needed to save me. That I was important.”

      Sam’s eyebrows tweak upward. “And he was right.” A smile spreads across his face. “So, chances are, he’s right about Nova too.”

      “You really do believe that don’t you?” 

      “I do.”

      “I wish I did.” Taking my hand back, I rub my temples again and lower my head. 

      “It’s okay,” Sam says. “I can believe hard enough for both of us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        LUTHER

      

      

      The image that keeps coming back to me is the way Nova looked in the woods. Not when she said goodbye—before that. When we’d just been released from Thessaly’s vision and I’d stumbled away into the undergrowth. At that moment, when she appeared in front of me, everything fell into place. I knew why I loved her, and why I was angry with her, and that it had nothing to do with whether she was a human or a witch.

      I loved her because it was in my blood to love her, and I was angry with her because that same bloodline had carried the pain of losing her for hundreds of years. And I was terrified of it happening again.

      Now, it has. I said goodbye, and she walked away. Just like that, I’m alone again. All I have of her is the ring she was wearing on her finger when she died.

      Inside the cave, I sit in the dark and rub my thumb over the ring. I trace its curves again, and again, and again. 

      She died.

      Nova died.

      “Luther?” Mack’s voice drifts through from the first cave behind the falls. I wave my hand and cast a small fire. It floats in front of me until I lower it to the ground. “Luther,” Mack repeats when he sees me, striding over and crouching next to the fire. “We’re all feeling it,” he says, putting a firm hand on my shoulder. 

      Behind him, Kole has appeared. He lingers in the entrance; arms folded, tall and dark and brooding. His hair is loose over his shoulders, which means he must be really screwed up right now. Usually, the only times he shakes it free are right before he goes to sleep or when he’s trying to release the tension in his head.

      “Is this how it was supposed to happen?” I ask him, still clutching Nova’s ring. “What now? How long until she returns?”

      “I don’t know.” Kole’s muscles twitch. Whatever he’s feeling, he’s locking it down tight, keeping it beneath the surface, trying to act as if he’s okay. 

      “You still believe she’s coming back?” I ask, standing up. 

      “Yes.” Kole looks at Mack. Something unspoken passes between them. 

      “Kole,” I growl, stepping forward. “Did you fuck up? Is she coming back?!” Now, I’m yelling. The fire surges and my voice rebounds off the cave walls. 

      I was angry with Nova when we first met. Terrified because if I fell in love with her and she left, I’d be broken. To my surprise, I’m not mad at her anymore, but I am angry with Kole. Just looking at him brings a fire to my belly that I can barely hold down. 

      I’m not so out of touch with psychology that I think he deserves it; I know I’m channeling my rage toward him because if I don’t, I’ll set the whole fucking forest on fire; then stand here and watch it burn. But all the same, I don’t stop myself striding over and slamming my hand around his throat.

      He could easily throw me off. He’s taller than me, bigger than me, and—if I’m honest—his magick has always been more powerful. But he doesn’t. 

      “Tell me, seer, when is she coming back?” I yell in his face as I send heat to my palm.

      I feel Mack moving toward us, but he doesn’t intervene. Not yet. 

      Kole puts his hand on mine. His neck is growing red beneath my touch. “I don’t know, Luther. I don’t know when.” He inhales shakily, my fingers still squeezing his neck. “But I still feel the blood bond. I still believe she will return.”

      As Kole finishes speaking, Mack puts his hand on my shoulder. “Luther, we need to stick together.” He tugs a little and, finally, I let go. 

      My hand has left a deep red mark on the snatches of Kole’s skin that are visible between his tattoos. He rubs his throat and steps round me to sit by the fire. Staring at it, he says, “I didn’t see Nova returning. I just knew she would, and she knew it too.” He reaches out and warms his palms. “The visions have been right so far. There is no reason they would fail us now.”

      “Have they been right? Or have they been causing all this?” I stand above him, arms folded. 

      Kole looks up at me. 

      “The prophecy, the visions…how do we know we’re not making them come true? How do we know they’re not just—”

      Kole’s eyes flash with a darkness I haven’t seen for a long time. He stands slowly, and something about the way he moves toward me makes the hairs on my arms stand up. “Because that is not how it works, Luther.”

      I am dangerously close to insulting everything Kole believes in and everything his family believes in. I’m on the cusp of telling him to prove to me how it fucking works, for once, when Mack’s hand appears between us. 

      “Here,” he says. “We can wear her rings until she comes back for them.”

      He’s holding a piece of blue rope in his hand. Looking at it makes me wince as I remember how it looked against her skin, and how it felt when I tightened the knots. When Mack starts unpicking a thread, the memory fades. 

      “Do you have them?” Mack asks Kole.

      Kole dips his hand into his pocket and takes out the remaining four. Mine is still in my hand. I pass it to Mack and, one by one, he creates five blue-thread necklaces. When I slip mine over my head, the ring comes to rest on my chest right above my heart. I breathe out slowly and close my eyes.

      “We are all hurting.” Mack’s tone is dark and solemn. “Right now, all I want to do is shift and run.” When I open my eyes, he’s staring at me. “But we have to stick together.” He sits down and gestures for me to do the same. “We’ve been in this from the start, the three of us.”

      Kole sits down, too, on the opposite side of the flames.

      “From the day I first recruited you both, we were brothers. Not a professor and his students, or a boss and his employees. We were family. This is the biggest test we’ve had—bigger than when Kole went missing, bigger than when you burned that village to the ground…” Mack meets my eyes.

      My stomach lurches and I clench my fists. “How do you know about that? Kole was the only one—” My cheeks burn. Did he tell Mack? All these years, he let me think he’d kept my secret.

      “You were caught on camera. No one could tell it was you, but I knew. As soon as I saw the name of the village, I knew.” 

      The look on Kole’s face tells me this is fresh information for him too. Clearly, he believed he was the only one who knew my secret.

      “They killed your parents, Luther, I understand you wanting revenge. But it could have destroyed everything if you were caught. You’d have been thrown out of the S.D.B. I’d have been arrested for aiding and abetting. Kole too.”

      “Why are you bringing this up now?” I meet the professor’s eyes. Amber flickers in them. 

      “Because I’m trying to remind you that we’ve been to hell and back together. The three of us. We can’t turn on each other now.” He pauses then adds, “Plus, like Kole said, Nova will kick our sorry butts if she comes back and finds us at each other’s throats. And I don’t want an angry girlfriend or an all-powerful witch coming after me. Do you?”
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        SAM

      

      

      The others are freaking out. I can see it in their faces, and you don’t need to be an empath to figure out they’re torn between overwhelming grief at the thought of losing Nova completely and anger at themselves for doubting she’ll come back to us.

      Perhaps I should be freaking out too. I’ll admit, when Kole appeared in the woods looking like he’d just seen the worst horror of his life, I felt sick to my stomach. The idea of her being gone, and the thought of her burning like that, made me want to vomit. 

      But I can’t feel what they’re feeling because I know she’s okay. 

      Maybe it’s because I went to hell and came back. Maybe it’s because this entire thing—the prophecy, and the visions, and the rising of the underworld—is so crazy it has to be true. Maybe it’s because I lived twenty years waiting to be reunited with her, believing she was alive even when I should have believed she was dead. 

      Whatever the reason, I feel calm. All we have to do is be patient. She will come back.

      I’m staring out at the lake, standing with my toes in the shallow water when Tanner appears at my side. He’s holding two pieces of blue string and offers one to me. “Mack made these.”

      I hold it up. The ring I gave Nova dangles in front of me. At the same time, Tanner and I fasten our necklaces. “The others are going to try and get some sleep,” he says. “You want to come inside?”

      “Not yet.” I look at Tanner sideways then—despite it being freezing cold and the middle of the night—I tug off my shirt and drop it to the ground. 

      “You want to swim? Right now? Really?”

      “No,” I tell him. “But you need to.” I reach down and unfasten my belt. “You need to clear your head.” 

      “I can’t, Sam, not now.” He looks out at the water and his face creases strangely at the sides. Usually, when he looks at the lake, I see relief in his eyes. Now, there’s nothing but darkness. 

      “She wouldn’t want you to suffer like this.” I stand in front of him, blocking his view of the water. 

      Tanner’s eyes drift to my chest. My scars catch the muted moonlight. The silvery skin glistens. He reaches out and presses his thumb to the one just below my collarbone. “Alright.” He steps back and, finally, starts to undress.

      Quickly, we both pull our pants over our ankles and wade in. The lake is freezing. Without Nova to warm it, my teeth start chattering straight away but Tanner seems immune. 

      “How are you not shivering?” I ask, moving my arms and legs quickly through the water in an effort to keep myself turning blue with the cold. 

      “Thick skin,” Tanner says. “Water mage perk.” He looks at me and chuckles. “Come on,” he says. “That’s enough. You’ll freeze to death if we stay in here.”

      “But you—”

      “I already feel better,” he says, lying through his non-chattering teeth. “Job done, so come on.” He turns and swims back to shore. I follow pathetically slowly.

      “You know,” I tell him as we stride up onto the beach, “I’m surprised I still know how to swim.”

      Tanner scoops up his clothes and turns to me, raising an eyebrow.

      “I spent years in captivity, too, Tanner. Last time I went swimming properly, before fooling about in the lake with you all, I was four years old.”

      “I still owe Nova some lessons,” Tanner says. “I’ll give you a discount if you book a double session.”

      “How could I refuse an offer like that?” I’m flirting with him, but perhaps that’s what we both need. I move a little closer. 

      Tanner looks at me for a moment. A smile murmurs on his lips, but it disappears when he says, “Sam, I get that you’re ‘zen’ about Nova coming back. But are you really okay with everything else too?” He pauses, his eyes softening a little. “I feel like, maybe, you’re not letting yourself absorb it all. It happened so quickly.”

      I laugh and look away from him. Something bubbles in the pit of my stomach. The blanket of calm that was hugging me has loosened. A breeze is drifting in. I try to shake it, but the way Tanner is looking at me is making it almost impossible. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.” I try to laugh again but this time it catches in my throat. 

      “Sam, we haven’t talked about your mom or about Nico.” Tanner meets my eyes. “You can’t just bury it. It’ll come to the surface eventually. What was it you said about secrets?”

      “I can’t. Not now.” I push my fingers through my hair and head for the caves. 

      “When?” Tanner catches my elbow. “You’re doing a good job of hiding it, Sam, even from yourself but—”

      I stop and brace my hands on the small of my back. When Tanner steps in front of me, I fix my gaze on his. “I can talk about Nova because I believe it’s going to be okay. I’m not faking it, Tanner. I know we’ll see her again.”

      “I know,” he says, a confused frown on his face.

      “But I can’t talk about Nico, and I can’t talk about my—” I can’t say the word. It disintegrates in my mouth. “I can’t talk about them because, for them, it’s not going to be okay.”

      Tanner inhales slowly. He doesn’t correct me or try to comfort me. Instead, we just stand together for a while in the darkness.
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        THREE DAYS LATER

        MACK

      

      

      Snow grumbles at me, but I tell him to shake it off. Literally. It’s only rain, buddy.

      He hates the rain. Cold weather? Yep, he can deal. He’s a polar bear, of course he can. But rain? He hates it, and I have to admit I’m not the biggest fan either. It’s already penetrating our thick pelt. By the time we get back to the lake, our fur will be sodden and murky. The color of shallow puddles and dirty dishwater. 

      We stop and sniff the air. For three days, we’ve been patrolling the woods for a sign, or scent, or whisper of Nova. For the third day running, we have come across nothing more than the occasional dead rabbit. 

      Sam emerges from a thicket nearby. As a wolf, he is remarkably similar in composition to his human self; lithe but muscular, dark fur, dark eyes.

      He sniffs the air too, then looks up at us. He finds it odd that he can’t communicate with us the way he can with other weres. I tried explaining that polars are different from weres, but a vacant look filled his eyes. A look that my students used to get when what I was saying was too difficult to truly understand.

      Although Sam has grown up as a werewolf, he shares so many traits with Nova that I’m starting to crave his presence. He knows little of the supernatural world beyond what he was exposed to in the club and doesn’t have the first idea how magick really works. To him, other supers have always been nothing more than shadows in the dark. Glinting eyes and writhing bodies watching him suffer for their own enjoyment. 

      Now, he tips his head in an eastern direction, and trots off into the undergrowth. We follow him, a lot less discretely; where Snow and I go, a very obvious trail usually follows. 

      Ahead, Sam has stopped. He’s sniffing the ground and glances over his shoulder to indicate we should come closer. We dip our head and examine what he’s found; another rabbit, except this one is just a skeleton. Something has eaten the rest of it. 

      Wolf, I tell Snow. He growls in agreement.

      Sam has recognized the scent, too, and his heckles are standing on end. I don’t need to read his mind to know he’s wondering whether Ragnor has finally sent his werewolves to track us down. 

      The lack of activity at The Hollow over the past few days has been alarming. Each day, one of us has ventured as close as we dare and reported back. None of us have seen signs of life inside the building. In fact, Luther was so convinced Ragnor had left that he insisted this morning we should try to get inside. 

      “Eve’s barrier’s still in place,” Kole had growled. “Which means they’re inside. They won’t leave until the ritual is complete.”

      At that point, for perhaps the hundredth time, the two of them had begun to argue about whether or not we should be doing more than just waiting. Luther thinks we should try to break in and retrieve Nova’s blood. Kole disagrees. He believes we should wait.

      So far, I’ve been keeping the peace by telling Luther we will wait a little longer. But I’m starting to wonder just how long that will be. How long until we have to admit that Kole might have been wrong?

      Snow huffs at me. He hates it when I think like this. His faith is as unwavering as Sam’s; as far as he’s concerned, Nova is going to come back. No question. No doubt.

      Next to me, Sam nudges the rabbit with his nose, then he stops. His muscles tense, his shoulders drop into a hunting position. A low grumble leaves his jaws. Then he pounces. Just like that, he hurls himself into the bushes. 

      There’s a bark, then a growl, then a yelp. In two steps, we are there and pushing the branches aside. Sam tumbles out. Another wolf follows. It is on top of Sam, going for his throat, but he manages to gain the upper paw and flips their positions. He’s on top of the other wolf, jaws around its throat, when it shifts. 

      Our blood turns to lava in our veins. Kayla. 

      Nico’s mother presses herself flat to the ground. Sam releases his jaws but doesn’t take his foot from her chest. “Please,” she mutters, “don’t.”

      When Sam lets her go, Snow grumbles again. He doesn’t want me to shift back; he wants to rip her head from her shoulders and drag her carcass back to the others. But I need to know why she’s here. 

      It takes a lot of strength to overpower him. When he’s determined like this, it’s a matter of willpower. Except, it’s like I’m battling with my own mind. It has taken a lot of practice to get to the point where I can win. 

      Butt naked, I stride toward Kayla and grab her shoulders. She doesn’t resist as I slam her against the nearest tree. “What the fuck are you doing here, wolf?”

      Behind me, while Kayla struggles to answer my question, Sam shifts back. Being that he’s a wolf not a bear, he’s fully clothed and grabs Kayla’s wrist, pinning it above her head.

      “He asked you what you’re doing here?” Sam snarls.

      Kayla’s eyes widen as she takes in Sam’s face. “You…” she breathes. “How…?”

      “We’re asking the questions,” Sam replies. “What are you doing here, Kayla?”

      For a moment, Kayla simply stares at Sam as if she can’t quite believe what she’s seeing; like she might have gone mad out here in the woods and be hallucinating. When he tightens his grip on her wrist, her eyes flicker. “Let go,” she says, looking from Sam to me, “and I’ll tell you.”

      Eyes flashing, Snow’s anger rumbling in my gut, I let go of her and step back.

      “Hard to take you seriously when you’re…” Kayla looks pointedly at my unclothed body. “Au natural,” she adds. 

      “Talk,” I tell her. “Why are you here?”

      “Because I have nowhere else to go.” Kayla straightens herself up, as if looking okay will make up for the fact her skin is carrying a thin layer of dirt and she smells like she hasn’t washed in weeks. 

      “You should have left town when you had the chance,” I tell her. 

      I’m about to grab her again when Sam says, “It’s you who’s been killing the rabbits?”

      I frown at him. The rabbits? Who gives a shit about some dead rabbits?

      Kayla meets his eyes. Hers narrow while she looks at him. Then she shudders and shakes her head. “Why would I leave a trail of dead, uneaten rabbits? Nothing to do with me.”

      “You ate that one,” Sam snaps, ticking his head back in the direction of the skeleton we found.

      “Because I found it,” she says. “I don’t make a habit of hunting other animals for sport. Food, yes. Playthings, no.”

      Sam raises his eyebrows. “If you didn’t kill them, where did they all come from?”

      I want to ask why the fuck Sam is asking her about rabbits instead of ripping her throat out for what she did to him, but now he’s mentioned it, it does seem odd. Cats kills for the enjoyment of killing, but most of the creatures in these woods kill for food. Not for the buzz of the hunt.

      Kayla presses her lips together. For a moment, she looks like she’s about to tell him to get screwed, but then she sighs heavily. Scraping her hands through her short, black hair, she says, “The Hellhounds. They don’t need to eat, but they like to play. They’ve been hunting in these woods for a few days now.”

      “Hellhounds? Bullshit,” Sam says. “We haven’t—”

      “Smelled them? No, you wouldn’t. They don’t leave a scent.” Kayla brushes down her shirt and folds her arms. “And they only hunt at night.”

      Sam glances at me; whether we like it or not, Kayla just gave us information that might have saved our lives. If we ventured beyond our barrier after nightfall and came across them, especially if one of us was alone, there’s no way we’d be able to fight them off.

      “And now I’ve answered your question, you can answer mine.” Her tone changes as she says, “How are you here? I saw you fall. I sent you to hell.”

      “With Nico,” Sam says. “You sent me to hell with your son.”

      “I didn’t send him there. He was trying to save you,” Kayla growls. Her lips curl into a snarl and she’s about to lurch forward when I step behind her and grab her upper arms. She strains against me, then goes limp beneath my hands. 

      “You used him his entire life,” Sam spits. “You manipulated him. You made him do things he never wanted to do. You were his mother. He trusted you, and you betrayed him.”

      “And then you betrayed him again by trying to murder the brother he gave his life to save,” I whisper darkly in her ear. 

      A small sob escapes Kayla’s mouth. She hangs her head, and her body starts to shake. She takes a deep breath. Silence hangs thick between us. Then she says, barely audibly, “I’m sorry.” She looks up at Sam. “Please, tell me, how did you come back? Is he here? Is he with you?”

      I loosen my grip a little. She’s a monster, but she’s also a mother. Her pain is real, even if she caused it herself. Even if she deserves it.

      Sam breathes in deeply. He hasn’t spoken to any of us about Nico since he returned. Even Tanner hasn’t been able to encourage him to share what happened. 

      “He’s not with me,” Sam says, tilting his chin up and swallowing hard. “He died in my arms. He’s gone.”

      Kayla’s knees buckle. As if she’s losing her son all over again, she drops to the ground. I let her kneel and release my grip on her arms. Hugging her belly, she sobs, shaking her head and rocking back and forth like a child. 

      “Are you telling the truth?” she looks up, eyes full of tears.

      “Yes.” Sam folds his arms. His voice shakes a little as he adds, “I tried to save him, but I failed. He’s gone.”

      I step away from Kayla and put my hand on Sam’s shoulder. His muscles are taut, his features are too. He doesn’t move, just stands stoically still and stares at Kayla. 

      From the ground, she looks up at us. “Kill me,” she whispers. 

      I exchange a long glance with Sam. 

      “Kill me,” she repeats, the scar on her face glinting as a ray of sunlight breaks through the canopy above us. “There is no point in me being here now. Not without my son. Please, kill me.”

      “Your call,” I tell Sam.

      He crouches down in front of her and squeezes her face between his thumb and forefinger. “I won’t kill you,” he says slowly. “Do you know why?”

      “Because I deserve to suffer?” A tear runs down Kayla’s cheek, following the groove of the scar Kole gave her many, many years ago. 

      Sam almost smiles. He shakes his head and sighs. “No, because Nico was my brother and he loved you. Despite everything, he loved you. And I respect that bond enough to put his feelings before my own.” Slowly, Sam stands up again. “I knew him a few days. You knew him his whole life, and you weren’t a good enough mother to do that.” 

      As Kayla staggers to her feet, Sam turns away from her. He stops, shoulders rising and falling slowly with his breath. Then he says, “Don’t let us see you here again,” and walks away.
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      I wait until I’m back behind the barrier before truly breathing. One hundred emotions swirl in the basement of my stomach. Memories scratch at the backs of my eyes. Memories I’ve been trying to keep at bay. 

      Mack puts a steadying hand on my back. “You okay, kid?” he asks. 

      “I’m not a kid,” I shrug away from him. “I’m Nova’s age. Twenty-five, Mack.”

      “I know,” he says, an apologetic frown creasing his forehead. “I just meant—”

      “I know what you meant. I’m sorry. I’m being an asshole.” I turn to lean back against the pine tree that marks the start of the protection spell which has been shielding us from view for the past few weeks.

      “It was a brave choice, letting her live.” Mack is standing in front of me. He’s completely naked. I probably should have gotten used to it by now, but it still surprises me. Looking at him, I can see why it would be inevitable that Nova would fall for him. Seeing him in all his glory every time he completes a shift does something to the brain. After the twentieth-or-so time, you start to get up the confidence to look. Really look. And when that happens, thoughts start to happen.

      I snap my eyes back to his face and clear my throat. I shouldn’t be looking or thinking, but for a moment—that brief moment when I was admiring the shape of Mack’s thighs instead of thinking about my brother—the pain wasn’t as painful anymore. The memories faded. 

      “Fuck,” I mutter, scraping my fingers through my hair. “I wish Nova was here.”

      “I’m sorry,” he says, “I’m not much of a substitute. Tanner’s a good listener. You should talk to him. Or reach out to Sarah. She doesn’t even know you’re back—”

      “It’s not listening that I need,” I tell him. “I don’t need to talk about what happened. I need to forget it. Drown it out.”

      “Nova’s good at that,” Mack says. “Drowning things out.”

      “She did that for you?”

      “Being with her…” Mack pauses, rubbing his neat gray beard. “The things from my past that haunted me disappeared when I was with her.” His cock twitches and I can’t help noticing. What is he remembering? “I had all sorts of hang-ups,” Mack laughs. “I thought I was too old for her. I thought I’d end up hurting her because, well, most people who get close to me end up hurt one way or another. I thought I didn’t deserve to feel good.” He pauses as if he thinks he’s said too much.

      “But she made you see that you do?” We seem to be standing closer now, and the space between us quivers a little.

      “Yes,” Mack says, his voice strained. “She did.”

      “How?” I meet his eyes. He doesn’t have to tell me. He could shrug and turn away, and we could continue our walk back to the lake. But something flickers in his face and suddenly I know he’s not going to do that.

      Leaning forward, Mack rests his arm beside my head so he’s curved above my body. His face is close to mine. His naked dick is close to mine. “The first time I really understood what it was like to have that kind of release was when she and Tanner tied me to a chair.”

      I breathe in, then release a small sigh as the image forms in my mind.

      “She sat on my lap and opened her legs for Tanner. He made her come, but I couldn’t touch her. I couldn’t move.”

      A shiver of arousal creeps down my spine and tugs at my balls. “Fuck,” I mutter.

      “When I finally came, while she and Tanner sat there watching me, it was the sweetest release I’d ever felt.”

      I put a tentative hand on Mack’s hip. There’s still time for him to pull away, but he doesn’t; he tilts his pelvis toward me. “I need that,” I whisper.

      “Need what?” Mack fixes me with a dark stare that makes my cock pulse.

      “Release,” I reply, barely able to speak. 

      “Do you think Nova would want me to help you?” Mack’s eyes flash amber as he reaches for my jeans and begins to unfasten them. 

      A smile flutters on my lips. “Are you kidding?” I laugh, breaking the seriousness of the moment with a chuckle I can’t hold back. “She’d think it was crazy hot.”

      Mack’s lips twitch too. He’s pressing his crotch against mine and tugging at the waistband of my jeans. “I agree,” he says, moving his mouth so close to my ear that I feel his hot breath on my neck. “I’m going to help you, Sam, on one condition.”

      A small groan rumbles in my throat as Mack’s hand finds my cock. “Anything,” I whisper, my voice thready. 

      “We tell her every single detail when we see her again.”

      “Yes,” I answer instantly. “Everything. We’ll tell her everything, Professor. I swear.”

      “Alright then.” Mack takes his hand away and drops to his knees in front of me. Seeing him like that—an older guy, on the ground, mouth open, ready to please me—sends a wave of electricity to my core. He’s the daddy of the group. The one in control. The one who has his shit together, and he’s about to do this for me. The sudden reversal of the power dynamic between us has made me breathless. My dick stiffens as Mack runs his tongue from its base to its tip. 

      “I didn’t know you… liked it like this,” I whisper, barely able to get the words out. 

      Mack stops. I want to pull his mouth back to where it was, but I also want him to answer me because, even though he’s been part of our group activities, I’ve never seen him do anything with the other guys. “I’m not sure Nova does either,” Mack says, frowning as if it’s an interesting question. “Usually, with the others, I enjoy watching. But you’re different.” He runs his hands up my thighs.

      “Different?” Somehow, I get the word out. 

      Mack’s lips are tantalizingly close to my tip. A bead of pre-cum glistens. He swipes his tongue over it, and I’m almost driven wild with the need to be inside his mouth. “You remind me of Nova.” Mack slips his hands beneath my shirt and runs his strong palms over my stomach. “Your energy. Your strength, despite all the darkness.”

      “You don’t remind me of her one bit,” I chuckle, reaching down to stroke his beard. 

      “Quiet now, Sam.” Mack holds my gaze. “Pay attention, so we can give Nova a live replay when she returns.”

      The thought of Nova watching Mack suck my cock makes me tilt my head back and mutter, “Holy stars.” I lace my fingers together behind my head and close my eyes as Mack’s lips seal around my shaft.

      Expertly, like somehow he knows exactly how to drive me wild, he takes my entire length in his mouth. He gags, and the sound is heaven. Guttural. Deep. Animalistic. He applies pressure with his lips, then grips the base of my cock with both hands as he plunges his mouth onto me again and again. 

      When he stops and stands up, I stumble a little and put my hands on his shoulders. “Keep doing that,” I beg. “Please, Professor.”

      But Mack just takes me in his hand. He offers several long, torturous strokes with his tightly closed fist, which feels so different to Nova’s and Tanner’s. Bigger, stronger, rougher. My cock is wet from his mouth, and his fingers slide easily up and down. 

      With his free hand, he roughly pushes his fingers through my hair. Then I feel something else pressing against me. I can’t look down, because he’s holding my head in place, but it doesn’t take many seconds for me to realize he’s now wrapped his hand around both of us. His cock is being squeezed against mine. 

      Mack releases a low growl as he strokes slowly, then faster, then harder. He meets my gaze and holds it, keeping my head steady, too, so I can’t look away from him. 

      “Fuck, Mack, I’m going to—”

      “Not until I say you can,” he growls at me without breaking his rhythm. “Got it?”

      I nod, my body tightening like a coiled spring, filling with heat and electricity. I’m on the cusp of an orgasm. I bite my lower lip, straining to keep it at bay. When I think I’m about to lose it, Mack releases his grip. The pressure fades. Panting, I beg him not to stop. 

      “Are you going to come?” he asks darkly.

      “Not until you tell me to. I promise.”

      He starts again. Building the rhythm, using both hands now, his own dick suffering the same painful delay in release as—every time we are close—he stops. Finally, when I can’t take it anymore, instead of stopping, he whispers, “Now.”

      Before the word has even left his lips, I yell and brace my hand on his shoulder. My fingernails dig into his skin as my hot cum spills over his hand. When I look down, he’s using my cum to moisten his own dick, still holding them close, not letting me go. 

      Instead of fading, the fireworks inside me keep going, and going. Then Mack comes too. His creamy liquid merges with mine as he slowly, languidly, brings his fist to a stop. 

      We’re both breathless and flushed. Mack’s chest is sweaty, dimpled with the imprints of my fingernails, and his neck is pink. Laughing a little, he shakes his head and looks down at his hand. “Didn’t really think about how I’d clean this up,” he mutters.

      “I can help you with that,” I tell him, bringing his cum-soaked hand to my lips.

      Mack’s eyes widen. “Sam…”

      I shake my head and run my tongue around his index finger, licking it clean. “Shhh… Nova will love this part.”
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      I don’t know where the others are. Sam and Mack said they’d patrol the perimeter of the barrier. Luther didn’t say where he was going, and Tanner? Usually, I’d say he’s swimming, but since we got back, he’s been avoiding the water. It’s almost as if he doesn’t want to feel better. He doesn’t want it to heal him or soothe him because, with Nova gone, the only thing he should feel is emptiness.

      There was a time when we distracted one another when things were bad like this.

      When our demons threatened to overwhelm us, he submitted to me and I let him, and it was a delicious diversion. Now, it doesn’t seem right. We’ve both thought about it; Tanner knows there’s a darkness growing inside me. He can feel it the way he always feels it. But without Nova between us, anything we could offer each other would be… not enough. 

      At night, my mind has been drifting back to the times we’ve spent together. Especially the three of us. My favorite memory is of chasing her through the living room at the cabin, turning her upside down, then filling her up at the same time as Tanner. I miss the expressions on her face when we’re pleasing her. I miss the way she looks at me. I miss her voice in my head. I miss her warmth and the curve of her body when it’s tucked against mine. I miss her strength, and her devilish smile, and the way she’s the only woman who’s ever made me feel confident enough to fall in love. I miss the way she both stokes and soothes me. Makes me want her but holds me back from going to the part of myself I hate.

      I miss her. And I’m still praying to the stars that I was right; that she will come back. I should be the one who is standing firm but, after what I saw at The Hollow, I’m wavering and the others can see it. Only Sam seems utterly convinced, without a doubt, that he will see her again, and I hate that I can’t force myself to feel the same.

      With the others out of the way, I settle myself in front of the fire Luther left burning and take a small leather pouch from my pocket. I’ve carried it since we left the colony and was hoping I’d never have to use it.

      Gently, I shake its contents into my palm. Sparkling black dust. The feel of it in my hand reminds me instantly of the moment I plunged my fingers into the fountain and tried to carry Nova’s ashes with me from The Hollow. I remember them slipping from my grasp, watching them fall to the ground and disappear between the blades of grass as if they never existed.

      I close my eyes and try to swallow down the feeling. The Hunger stirs in my veins. It has been gnawing at my insides ever since she disappeared, as if she was the only thing satiating me.

      It would be so easy to give in and fall back to where I was all those years ago. But maybe that’s the point. Maybe this is some kind of test, and fate is waiting to see whether I am truly worthy of her.

      With the thought bringing some comfort, I throw the dust into the fire and mutter the incantation that will summon my mother. Almost instantly, her face appears in the flames. 

      “Kole?” her voice fills the cave. I can’t tell whether she’s inside or outside. She peers at me, then her face drops. “What happened?”

      “She’s gone.” I close my eyes and lower my head. My hair is loose. I tuck it behind my ear as I glance back at her. “She sacrificed herself as the vision told her to.”

      My mother nods slowly. “We knew this was the way,” she says. “The way it had to be.”

      “She hasn’t returned.” I sit up on my knees and move closer to the flames so their heat licks my face. 

      My mother tilts her head. “She will. You saw it.”

      “I saw her dying.” I pinch the bridge of my nose. I’m finding it hard to separate my dreams from my visions. What I want to happen from what I foresaw happening. “What if my interpretation was wrong?” The question leaves my lips as nothing more than a whisper.

      The illusion of my mother’s hand reaches out from the flames. It is shimmering and warm, and it strokes the curve of my face. “It doesn’t work like that. We’re not the kind of seers who look at tea leaves and draw conclusions. We know what the visions show us. It is delivered to us by fate herself.” My mother takes back her hand. She is staring at me with utter conviction in her eyes. “You saw her dying and knew she would return.”

      She’s not asking me a question, but I answer all the same. “Yes, Nova knew it too.”

      “Then she will return. Maybe a week, maybe a month, maybe a year from now. But it will happen, Kole.”

      “You have such faith in me.”

      “Because I saw it too.” The words leave her mouth quickly. When I look up, her eyes have softened. She’s watching me carefully.

      “You…?” I rub my thighs. My skin prickles with an emotion I can’t label. “You saw Nova’s death? When?” I cast my mind back. She told me about accessing the prophecy, knowing we were important to each other, but she did not mention Nova’s passing.

      My mother draws in a long, steady breath. Her usually stoic expression has changed. Her jaw twitches. “I had a vision. When you were in Europe.” She smooths her hand over her forehead, bracelets jangling on her wrist. “I never told you. I should have, but…” She trails off.

      “What vision? What did you see?” I want to reach into the fire and grab her shoulders. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I saw Nova, and you. Luther, Tanner, Mack, Sam. I saw all of you. I saw her being beaten and abused by that terrible man she was living with. I saw flames. I saw her coming to you, finding you. I saw the six of you being reunited.” She rubs her palm over her face, then fixes her gaze on mine. “And I saw her dying. But—like you—I knew she would return.”

      “You knew all of it? From the beginning? And you left us to figure it out on our own?” If I wasn’t speaking to my mother, I’d be yelling, punching the cave wall, clutching my gut to squash the betrayal throbbing deep inside it.

      “You know the rules, Kole. I couldn’t tell you. I bent them as far as I could by—” She stops. A visible shudder makes her shoulders tremble. Her image grows blurry and dark. 

      “Stop, Mother. Wait. What did you do?” 

      She shakes her head slowly. Her large, brightly colored earrings dangle softly against her neck. She offers me a slow, tearful smile. And as her image fades to darkness, I hear those three familiar words… Something is coming.
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      I’m sitting by the falls on a rock so slick with water it’s going to leave my ass cheeks soaking wet, throwing pebbles into the swirling white foam. I can’t hear the pebbles when they fall, but the way they’re dragged under is weirdly soothing.

      The spray, too, is helping cool the unrelenting heat which has plagued my skin since Nova left. It’s like every emotion I ever had has risen to the surface and is being played out again, and again, stoking a fire so violent I can barely contain it. 

      If we were at the cabin, I might have burned it down by now. But we’re not, so I’ve settled for throwing pebbles and letting the roar of the falls drown out the thoughts in my head.

      When Kole emerges from the cave behind the waterfall, my first instinct is to get up and leave. We’ve barely been in each other’s company for more than a few seconds since we returned from The Hollow. I know I have to stop blaming him eventually but, despite Mack’s best efforts, I’m not ready yet. Not sure when I will be. I guess when—because it has to be when not if—Nova comes back to us.

      I stand up and pull my damp pants fabric away from my thighs. I allow a wave of heat to surge through my legs and, almost instantly, the patch—and my skin—dries. 

      “Luther…” Kole is standing next to me. 

      “You okay?” He looks pale, and his voice is even more gravelly than normal. 

      “My mother—” He stops. My stomach lurches. Fuck, what happened to his mother? 

      “Come over here. Sit down.” I guide him away from the rocks. When we reach the sandy section of beach nearest the caves, he lowers himself to the ground and crosses his legs like he’s about to meditate.

      For now, my anger has dissipated; the look on Kole’s face has seen to that. I might be mad at him, but he’s still my brother. So, I sit and wait for him to talk.

      “She knew,” he whispers. 

      “Knew what?”

      “About Nova. About us.”

      I frown at him.

      “She knew all of it, Luther. She saw Nova’s past, and our future. She saw her death. She…”

      I’m still not getting it. When Thessaly showed us the Original Six, she told us she knew about our connection and that she’d known since Kole was born. Is it really so much of a stretch that she knew the rest too?

      “It was her. She was the voice.”

      “The voice?”

      “The one we heard. The one who told us something was coming, the one who told us to find Sam. Find the werewolf.”

      “You guys aren’t supposed to do that,” I tell him. “Right?”

      Kole shakes his head. “No, we’re not.”

      “So, what does this mean?”

      “It means she broke ancient laws to help us.” Kole meets my eyes. “It means there will be consequences.”

      “What kind of consequences?”

      Kole lowers his face into his palms, but he doesn’t answer me.
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        * * *

      

      It’s late when the others return. Kole is still shaken. I have no idea what consequences he’s talking about, and it feels a little insensitive—even for me—to ask whether he means consequences for us or for his mom. It also seems insensitive to point out that if she broke the rules anyway, she might as well have gone the whole nine yards and told us what was going on rather than sending creepy voice notes on the spiritual airwaves. But I’m sure, if I did, Kole would remind me it’s ‘complicated’ and that I don’t understand the first thing about his people.

      Maybe Mack will have some answers. 

      As he and Sam enter the caves, bringing with them a whisper of cold air from outside, they exchange a look I can’t interpret. 

      “Find anything?” I ask. 

      “Kayla.” Sam’s reply is terse and laced with emotion. He sits down and takes the cup of coffee Tanner offers him. 

      Exhausted from his three-hour swimming marathon, Tanner looks pale and has already poured himself a second cup. He takes a long sip, offering Sam a sympathetic glance over the rim of his coffee mug.

      “What is she doing here?” Kole growls, offering Mack a coffee too. 

      Mack takes one and sits down, wrapping his large hands around it. Sam doesn’t seem in the mood to answer, so Mack does it for him. “Scavenging for food. She told us Hellhounds have been hunting in the woods at night. Just beyond the barrier.”

      “Hellhounds?” I look at Sam and he nods. “Shit.”

      “You let her go?” Tanner lowers his mug and tilts his head, examining Sam’s expression. 

      Sam nods curtly, not offering an explanation. “I let her go.”

      “Okay, listen…” I tap my coffee cup like it’s a mic on a lectern. “We need a plan. We can’t just sit here waiting, being angry, and sad, and fucked up.”

      “I thought that was what we were supposed to do… wait.” Sam looks at Kole. Everyone is looking at Kole.

      He breathes a deep, pained breath, then says, “Honestly? I don’t know what we’re supposed to do. I haven’t had any more visions. I contacted my mother but…” He trails off, his jaw twitching. “She can’t help either.”

      Listening to him admit he doesn’t have a clue what we’re supposed to do next causes anger to swirl in my belly. The coffee in my cup bubbles with heat, so I set it down on the floor and say, “If we don’t know, then we’re going to have to trust our own instincts. Are we the kind of mages who just sit around waiting?” As the others look at me, I clarify, “I don’t mean that we shouldn’t wait for Nova.” My voice tightens. “I will never stop waiting for her, and I know the four of you won’t either. But Eve has Nova’s blood. In two days’ time, she and Ragnor will use it to bring back The King and hell will literally be unleashed.

      “So, we need to put our own fucked up feelings to one side, and we need a plan.” I lace my fingers together in my lap. “That’s all I’m saying… we need a plan.”

      “Luther’s right.” Kole pulls his hair back and ties it loosely at the nape of his neck. “We don’t know when Nova is coming back. But we know that if Ragnor’s ritual succeeds, it’s going to be harder for her to win when she does return.”

      “I thought The Phoenix was supposed to stop The King?” Sam interrupts. For the first time since she left us, uncertainty is in his voice. “If Nova’s coming back, why do we need a plan?”

      Silence descends, thickening in the gaps between us. We are all thinking the same thing, even though we’re praying it doesn’t come to it, we’re thinking we need a plan in case Kole was wrong. In case we have to fight this battle on our own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        TANNER

      

      

      When I wake, and the dark cave ceiling fills my field of vision, I suddenly and viciously hate it. I hate this place. This hole we’ve been stuck in for days. 

      I spring to my feet and, by the time I’m on the rocks outside, my shirt is off and I’m diving into the thick, vicious foam beneath the falls. Its furious weight swirls around me, moving my limbs is like trying to move blocks of concrete through a vat of treacle. But I don’t want this to be easy. I need the resistance before the release.

      When I finally pull free from the swell, I swim to the center of the lake. I come up for air then dive to her darkest depths. Fragments of light make it past the surface and the reeds, to touch my face. Everything else is dark. 

      I picture Nova in the water. The way she felt when she was sandwiched between me and Sam, her skin soft and radiant. As I head back to the surface, still dreaming of her, it occurs to me that I’ve never felt so confused in my whole life.

      Other peoples’ feelings often complicate my own thoughts, but usually I find a way through. I unpick their essence from my own and manage to see clearly. Now, however, I don’t know what I’m feeling. I’m completely unable to pull what I think and feel apart from what the others are feeling because I have no idea if I’m confident like Sam, terrified like Luther, or somewhere in between like Mack and Kole. 

      When Luther suggested forming a plan, it seemed sensible. I tried to be objective about it; he wasn’t suggesting Kole was wrong, or that Nova wouldn’t come back; he was just being smart. A backup plan is always a good idea. Right?

      Except, it doesn’t feel like a backup plan. As the hours slip by, and she still doesn’t appear in front of us, our hope fades and our fears magnify. Even Sam’s. 

      Last night, I saw the first flicker of doubt in his eyes. I’m praying it will be gone when he wakes up this morning because, right now, he’s the glue holding us together. His firm belief that Kole was right, and that we will have Nova in our arms again, is giving us the strength to keep breathing.

      When I emerge from the water, Sam is there. On the beach. He’s barefoot and standing in the shallow water, letting the cold bite his toes. He raises a hand to wave at me, but waits until I’m within earshot before saying, “Morning.”

      “I had to get out of there.” I push my fingers through my hair to shake out some of the moisture, then perform the party trick that impressed Nova so much when we met. Sam watches as the water soaking my clothes and skin disappears. He’s curious but doesn’t ask how I do it. 

      “You’re not a fan of cave living anymore?” he asks, smiling. 

      I shake my head. “With Nova here, it was like a cool, sexy camping trip. Without her, it’s…” I search for the right description. “Oppressive.”

      “Camping is sexy?” Sam asks, raising an eyebrow.

      “It is when it’s mostly-naked, fooling-about-in-the-lake camping,” I reply.

      Sam chuckles, then sits down on the sand. 

      I sit next to him and draw my knees up to my chest. “You okay with Luther’s idea?” I ask eventually because perhaps if I know how Sam feels about it, I’ll be able to decipher how I really feel.

      He shrugs and flexes his toes. “I think it’s pointless,” he says. “But also, harmless.”

      “Pointless but harmless?” I repeat.

      With his index finger, Sam starts to draw circles in the sand. “Nova is coming back to defeat The Shadow King, so it seems pointless us concocting an elaborate plan to do it for her. But I can’t see the harm in it so…”

      “So, you’re playing along?” I search his aura. Usually when someone is this steadfast in their opinion, deep down, they’re hiding something. I’ll find a whisper of uncertainty or a nugget of fear. In Sam, I see neither of those things. If his faith wavered last night, it has rebounded tenfold.

      “I guess,” he says. 

      I pick at a loose thread on my jeans. Is Sam in complete denial? Or is he the only one of us who has the guts not to try and prepare himself for the worst?

      “I had an idea,” he continues. “We couldn’t figure out how we were going to get into The Hollow, past Eve’s barrier.”

      “Luther suggested hitting it with a million spells,” I say, rubbing the back of my neck. 

      “Last time you tried that, they just bounced back at you,” Sam says. “And then you were captured, and I was murdered.”

      “So, you’re saying it didn’t turn out great last time?” My lips curl into a sarcastic smile. 

      Sam shakes his head. “You could say that.”

      “Okay then, oh faithful one, what’s your idea?” I angle myself toward him and wait for an answer.

      For several long seconds, Sam stares out at the lake. The trees on the other side seem so far away, and yet I know I could reach them in minutes if I swam out there. Finally, he says, “Kayla.”

      “Kayla?” At first, I think I might have heard him wrong.

      Sam shakes his arms, a movement that reminds me of the wolf inside him. “Yes, Kayla. She could be our way in.”

      “Sam, really? The woman pushed you into a literal hellhole.”

      Laughing wryly, Sam brushes his thick curly hair from his face. “Because she was angry, Tanner. But she’s not just angry with me. Ragnor cast her out. He put Nico in danger, he stabbed him, then abandoned her. I’m no empath, but I’m pretty sure there are some unresolved feelings there we could use to our advantage.”

      I let the idea tick in my head for a moment. I hate to admit it, but Sam could be right.
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        * * *

      

      We’ve just finished repeating Sam’s idea to the others while drinking lukewarm coffee and eating yet another round of protein bars, when Luther says, “I’m not convinced.” He wipes his mouth and scowls at the protein bar. “You’re saying we ask Kayla to kill Ragnor?”

      “No,” Sam says, “not exactly.” He shrugs and tries to relax his shoulders. He’s not used to being the one to speak up, and his new role is clearly rattling him a little. “I’m saying, I’m not sure how the barrier spells work, but isn’t it possible that Kayla can still just walk right through it? Straight up to The Hollow?”

      Mack breathes out through pursed lips. “That’s a stretch, Sam. Eve could just have easily cast Kayla out of the spell as she could have left her in.”

      “Okay, so Option A: Kayla can still walk through. She gets in, kills Eve, and the shield drops. We go in and finish Ragnor.”

      “And Option B?” Luther asks.

      “Option B: Kayla begs Ragnor to let her back in. He relents because some kernel of decency inside him feels sorry for her. Kayla kills Eve. Rince and repeat.” 

      Luther looks down at his coffee, then stirs it with his finger. It’s a gross habit, but also one I envy; the ability to make any drink steaming hot with just a touch. I should be able to do it myself. A lot of water mages can manipulate water particles enough to heat them, but I’ve never been able to master it. Ice, yeah. Heat, not so much.

      Noticing me staring, Luther leans over and sticks his index finger into my coffee too. “There,” he says. “Don’t say I never do anything nice.”

      I frown at his dripping finger, but I want the coffee too much to object.

      “Sam, both of these are risky ideas,” Mack says.

      “Anyone have anything better?” I ask.

      On the other side of the fire, staring at the trees as if he thinks they might deliver an answer to our problem, Kole is silent. Conflict rolls through him in waves. He doesn’t want to be doing any of this. He doesn’t want to prepare for the eventuality that he was wrong, and Nova is gone. He certainly doesn’t want to ask Kayla for help. 

      “I don’t see any other way of getting in,” he says. “Not in the timeframe we’re working with. We have less than forty-eight hours.” 

      Mack nods thoughtfully and scrunches his protein bar wrapper in his fist. “Alright,” he says. “No arguing. We vote. Those in favor of seeking Kayla’s help.”

      Sam raises his hand. Tentatively, I raise mine too. Mack, Kole, and Luther follow. 

      “Okay,” Mack says firmly. “It’s unanimous. Which means we have a she-wolf to track.” 
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        * * *

      

      “You’re sure you’re okay with this?” I catch Kole’s eye as the others start clearing up after breakfast, and gesture for him to step away from the group with me.

      “If we need her, we need her.” He folds his arms. He’s wearing a black tee that exposes the tattoos on his upper arms. It’s not warm. In fact, early mornings and late evenings are becoming increasingly cold as we inch toward fall. But Kole never seems to feel the cold. Never has.

      “You and Kayla…” I feel his aura quiver when I mention her name. “You have history, Kole. You’ve never told me the details of your time together in The League, and I’ve only gathered snippets of what happened when she held you and Nova captive. But I know enough to know she caused you pain, and lots of it. So, are you sure you can stand her being a part of this?”

      Kole’s biceps twitch, but his arms remain crossed. “You’re right. She hurt me in many ways. She hurt Nova, too, and Sam. But if we truly need her, I’ll put that aside and refrain from ripping her heart out.” 

      Not a glimmer of amusement crosses Kole’s face; he’s serious. Deadly serious. If he’d been the one to come across Kayla in the forest, she’d probably be lying dead in the woods right now.

      The image of her bloodied body splayed on the forest floor fills my head, and I know it’s filling Kole’s too. He presses his lips together and moistens them. His jaw is tightly clenched like the rest of his muscles. 

      “Are you feeling it?” I ask quietly. “The Hunger. Is it back?”

      “It never went away.” He looks down into my face, and a familiar darkness settles in his eyes. “Nova changed it into something else. She tamed it. She satiated it. Without her, I’m not sure how I’ll—”

      “You won’t have to, though, will you?” I hold his gaze. “Because we’ll see her again soon.”

      Kole opens his mouth to speak, but whatever he’s about to say dies on his lips. Instead, he tips his head in the others’ direction. “I’m going to go to the cabin with Luther while Mack and Sam locate Kayla. She might be more willing to help if I’m not there when you ask for it.” He taps his cheek with his index finger. “I hurt her too, remember?”

      I nod, but the truth is, I don’t remember. When I was with The League, I never saw Kayla’s face. If she ever spoke to me, I don’t recall her voice or her essence. Kole told me he confronted her when he broke me out with Mack and Luther, told me he half sliced her face open with a blade of broken glass, but I have no memory of that night at all. 

      I remember noises outside my cell. I remember rage, and fear, and anger coursing toward me like a swirling cyclone or a tsunami. I remember battering the door with my fists and yelling for someone, anyone, to tell me what was happening. And then I remember light pouring in, hurting my eyes. I saw Kole’s silhouette in the doorframe. I heard the words, “We’re here to get you out, Tanner.” Then everything went dark. The next clear memory I have is of waking up in The Hollow and wondering how the hell I went from being The League’s pet empath to lying on a couch in a mansion with a Viking-like mage towering over me.

      “Tanner?” Mack interrupts my train of thought.

      At some point in the last few seconds, Kole turned and headed back over to Luther. They’re talking quietly while Sam pulls on his sneakers and a dark blue hoodie. Not for the first time, I wish someone could draw me a diagram of how the heck it works when he turns wolf. Where do the clothes go? How do they not get ripped to pieces like Mack’s? 

      “Sorry.” I blink myself back into the moment and look at the professor. “My head was somewhere else.”

      Mack seems like he’s about to ask me if I’m okay, but then—maybe because he’s decided none of us are okay—changes his mind and says, “Can you accompany Sam to find Kayla?”

      I frown. Bears aren’t wolves, but they’re better at tracking than empaths. “Sure, but—”

      “Sam’s nose is better than mine. He’ll find her and, when he does, it might help to have a sympathetic ear.”

      “You mean it might help to have someone who can tell if she’s lying or intending to double-cross us?”

      Mack shrugs a little. His beard has become more unruly in the past few days, and it must be irritating him because he rubs it with his palm. “Something like that, yes,” he says. “So, will you? Go with Sam?”

      “Of course, but what will you be doing?”

      “I have an errand to run,” Mack replies. “I’ll tell you about it if it results in anything useful.”
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      “Where did you find her?” Tanner asks as we break away from the beach and head into the woods. 

      “Not far from the barrier. She’d been eating Hellhound leftovers,” I tell him, my stomach lurching at the thought of eating raw meat; despite being part wolf, it’s one thing I never quite got used to. Preparing to shift, I add, “They used to feed us rabbits in the club.”

      Tanner pushes a branch out of his way and keeps looking ahead. 

      “Couldn’t stomach them. It was only when they noticed I was losing weight that they finally gave in and started feeding me something else.” I pause. “Madame insisted.”

      I feel Tanner’s eyes flick toward me. I haven’t spoken about Madame very much since I arrived with them, although I’m not sure how much Nova told him. 

      I try to laugh, but it comes out a little forced. “She didn’t want me losing muscle mass.” I flex my upper arms and wriggle my eyebrows. “Gotta keep the crowds happy.”

      “Sam—” Tanner stops and looks like he’s about to give me one of his I’m here to talk lines.

      Before he can say anything at all, I point to a tree up ahead. “It was about here,” I say, noticing the rabbit’s skeleton is no longer on the ground. 

      We push through the undergrowth, and the spot where the professor and I had our ‘moment’ comes into view. My cheeks flush even though I’m trying not to think about it. 

      “You okay?” Tanner frowns at me. He’s noticed the blushing, and probably the swirling tug of arousal in my body. I try to disguise it, but it’s too late; he’s already sensed it. 

      Perhaps he thinks I’m feeling it because of him, because he steps a little closer and lowers his voice. “Sam, is there something you want to tell me?”

      Casually, I brush my fingers through my hair and shrug. “Not really the time, Tanner.”

      “You sure? Seems like there’s something you need to get off your chest.” There’s a twinkling cheekiness in his eyes that I haven’t seen since Nova disappeared. He looked at her that way all the time. Even when shit was bad, and in amidst all the crazy stuff that went down, he still couldn’t help being turned on by her. Now I know he was kept in a concrete box for fifteen years, I guess that explains some of it. He missed his adolescence the way I missed my twenties, so perhaps he’s been playing catch up with Nova. 

      I roll my tongue over my teeth and contemplate whether I should answer his question. Hesitantly, testing the waters, I say, “Have you and Mack ever…?”

      Tanner cants his head to one side. “Fucked? No. He’s been part of the group since we got with Nova, but he’s never gone there with any of us. Other guys? Maybe. I dunno. Never thought about it.” He’s still looking at me with a perplexed look on his face. “Why? You have a crush on the professor? Must run in the family.” He laughs and says, “Did I ever tell you about the time me and Nova tied him to a chair? He’d got all up in his own head about being older than her so we—”

      “You didn’t tell me, but Mack did.” I let the words sink in for a moment.

      Tanner’s eyes flash with curiosity. “He told you?”

      “Right before he took my pants off and—”

      “You and Mack?” Tanner looks as if his mind has quite literally just been blown. He rubs his reddening neck and breathes out hard. I can’t tell if he’s turned on or just totally confused. “When?”

      “After we found Kayla.”

      “How?”

      “You need me to explain the choreography?” I ask, shaking my arms because the urge to shift is becoming too much. 

      “No, but… Mack? You and Mack? Now? With everything…” Tanner trails off. He doesn’t sound like he’s judging me but, all the same, his questions make the hairs on my arms prickle.

      “I needed a distraction. Not from Nova. From everything else. Kayla had asked about Nico, and it brought back…” I pause and push my hair from my face. “Stuff.”

      Tanner bites his lower lip. “Right.” His tone has softened. “I get it. No judgement.”

      “I figured Nova wouldn’t mind. She likes it when you and I—” I raise my eyebrow at him. 

      “Yeah,” Tanner smiles. “She does.”

      Shaking my head, I say, “Look, I’ll give you more details later. But we should—”

      “Go ahead.” Tanner waves at me. “Break out your wolf superpowers.”

      I laugh at him and nod. Somehow, knowing everything he went through, and how hard it must have been to come back from it, his carefree demeanor has become even more attractive. I can see why he was the first one Nova fell for. I can see why he was the first one I felt truly comfortable with. 

      “Wolf Boy, coming up,” I tell him.

      In a few cracking, straining, stretching seconds, I’m on all fours and covered in fur. A wave of adrenaline courses through me. I shake it off and focus on the task at hand—tracking Nico’s mother.

      At first, it’s hard to catch her scent. It’s masked by something I didn’t notice before. When Mack and I patrolled the woods, I kept catching a whisper of it but thought it was a plant or weed I hadn’t encountered before; it certainly didn’t smell like an animal of any kind. Now, I know exactly what it was—the trail left behind by the Hellhounds. Just a trace, but enough to remind me of darkness, and damp, and rotting flesh.

      Pushing through it, I search for wolf instead. I catch my own scent, and Snow’s. I can smell the remnants of my encounter with Mack, where some of it spilled onto the ground between us. It sends an animalistic shudder through me, but I turn away and head deeper into the woods. 

      I move faster than Tanner. He has to run to keep up with me, clumsily pushing branches aside and yelping whenever he scratches himself on one. Occasionally, I turn and offer him a withering stare that says, By the stars, Tanner, be quiet or she’ll hear us before we find her.

      We’re almost at the edge of the woods, close to a street on the edge of town which is full of quaint white houses. I stop and notice my tail stiffen. I raise my head and sniff the air. 

      “You got her?” Tanner asks, crouching down beside me.

      I meet his eyes, then turn and move slowly through the pine trees. The space between them is wider now, and we could easily be spotted. I’m staring at a fenced-off backyard in front of us. It is overgrown, and the house itself looks abandoned. 

      “She’s in there?” Tanner asks.

      A low growl rumbles in my throat. Yes, she’s in there.
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        * * *

      

      A hole in the fence, obscured by freakishly tall weeds, tells me I’m right. I sniff a piece of fur caught on the cut wire. Tanner crouches down and examines it, then nods at me.

      Silently we creep forward together until we reach the backdoor. It’s ajar, so Tanner pushes it open. As we enter, a million scents assault my nose. Rotting food, mold, damp, people, and wolf.

      With a shudder, I shift back. My muscles twitch for several seconds after a shift, as they reacclimatize to their human form. It’s an odd sensation, but slightly pleasurable at the same time.

      “Kayla?” I call out. Tanner looks at me like I’m crazy, but I ignore him. “It’s Sam and Tanner. We need to talk to you.”

      There’s silence, then a floorboard creaks and she appears in the doorway. “You tracked me here?” she asks, even though she must already know the answer. 

      “Like I said, we need to talk to you.”

      Kayla’s eyes flash toward Tanner. “Oh good,” she snarls. “You brought the empath.”

      “I could have killed you, but I didn’t. I think that deserves a few minutes of your time,” I tell her, perching on the edge of a cluttered kitchen table. 

      “Whose house is this?” Tanner asks. His face has darkened, and he’s looking around at the walls as if they’re haunted. For him, they probably are; Tanner senses the ghosts of emotions like I sense the ghosts of smells.

      “No idea.” Kayla folds her arms. “Found it like this. Figured I might as well use it.” She looks down at her fingernails as if she’s horribly bored by the conversation already. “You said you want to talk, so talk, then get out. Because last time we spoke, you were telling me you never wanted to see me again.”

      “Nico is dead because of Ragnor.” I stride closer. “He betrayed you and your son, then he rejected you.”

      Kayla’s entire face becomes pinched as she says, “He did not reject me. I left.”

      “I can smell it on you,” I growl, wrinkling my nose. “The stench hovers round you like flies.”

      I feel Tanner shoot me a look that says, Aren’t we supposed to be getting her on side? But I ignore him. 

      “He rejected you long before Nico died. He chose Elena. My mother.”

      “Sam…” Tanner warns. 

      “All of this—everyone’s pain—mine, yours, Nico’s, my mother’s. It’s all because of him. Are you really telling me you don’t want to see him punished for what he did?” I square my shoulders and move so I’m standing within an inch of her face. Her scar is deep, pale, and pinched at either end. “It was his blade that pierced Nico’s flesh.”

      “Because he jumped in front of you,” Kayla cries.

      “And do you think Ragnor felt bad? Did he try to save Nico? He could have, but he didn’t. All he cared about was—” I swallow down what I’m about to say. I can’t talk about what he did to my mother or think about her body lying in his arms.

      “Enough,” Kayla growls. “I don’t want to hear her name. Just tell me what you want.”

      Tanner holds my elbow and steps forward. “We want to kill Ragnor, and we want you to help us.”
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      “You’re sure we need to go back?” Kole asks as we follow the stream that winds from the falls to the cabin.

      “If Kayla refuses to help us, we need a back-up plan.”

      “You have a bunch of grenades hidden back here?” Kole growls. Somehow, even when he’s sarcastic, he manages to sound like he’s pissed off.

      “No, but I have my laptop and a Wi-Fi connection.” A branch catches on my hoodie and causes a thread to ping free from the dark gray fabric.

      Kole waits for me to explain how either of those things can help us.

      “We need to figure out how to defeat Eve.”

      Kole’s jaw twitches. “She’s powerful. Nothing we’ve tried so far has worked.”

      “But why is she so powerful?”

      “She’s taken a lot of F.H.B.,” Kole says darkly. “Could be a part of it.”

      I shake my head. “There’s a reason Ragnor chose her. Do you remember her from your time with them? Was she around back then?”

      Kole visibly flinches. We never talk about the time he spent undercover with the League. We don’t ask questions, and he doesn’t volunteer answers. “The only person whose name I knew was Kayla’s,” Kole replies through tightly clenched teeth. “But that doesn’t mean Eve wasn’t around. I was Kayla’s project. I never met Ragnor, never even knew his name, but he was still a big part of it. So, just because I didn’t hear the name Eve, doesn’t mean she wasn’t hovering in the background.” Kole frowns, and his pace slows a little. He chews his lip for a second before saying, “Although… something in the way she spoke when she was in the van with me—” He glances in my direction. “When they took me from the warehouse to the hotel in Redrock.”

      I nod; I knew what he meant.

      “She said she’d heard a lot about me. That I was a legend.” He closes his eyes as if he’s trying to remember more details. “I can’t be certain, but I got the impression everything she’d learned about what happened had been second-hand—after the event.” He pauses, then adds, “How does that help, Luther?”

      “I have a gut feeling that if we can find out who Eve is, and where she came from, we might figure out how to defeat her.” I smooth my palm over my head. “I don’t like the idea of relying on Kayla.”

      Kole nods. “I agree. I just think you’re asking a lot for such a small timeframe.”

      I shove my hands into my pockets and take a deep breath to steady the sloshing nerves in my stomach. “Which is why I’m hoping mine and Mack’s replacements forgot to revoke my access to the Sheriff’s database. Someone like Eve? She must be in there somewhere.”

      I’m feeling confident. Perhaps because I have to or I’d go mad with nerves, and sadness, and whatever else is going on in my fucked-up head right now. But when Kole remains silent, the vein in his neck noticeably pulsing, doubt starts to creep in. 

      Am I just doing this to waste time? So I don’t have to think about what will happen if Nova doesn’t come back in time? Or at all?
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        * * *

      

      Ahead, the cabin is dark. There were no shields or barriers in place, and there are no signs of life inside. Just as they promised, Rev and Sarah must have returned to town. 

      “We should have reached out to them,” I mutter. “We didn’t even tell Sarah that Sam was back.”

      Kole hums his agreement under his breath. “It happened too quickly,” he says. “All of it.”

      A sigh shakes my shoulders. How can a place that once brought us so much peace now bring so much sadness? 

      As if he’s thinking the same thoughts, Kole says, “Building this cabin with you was my salvation, Luther. I don’t think I ever thanked you for it.”

      I shrug; strong, unfamiliar emotions pulsing beneath my ribs. “It helped all of us,” I tell him.

      “I’m sorry it’s been tainted for you. I know it was always your safe haven.” 

      We’ve started walking toward the steps. Kole’s sudden openness has surprised me; neither of us are known for wearing our hearts on our sleeves.

      “When Nova comes back, it will be a happy place again.” I stop at the bottom of the steps and look back toward the lake. At the end of the jetty, the light catches on the water and—for just a moment—I almost believe I can see Nova. Soft, and naked. Wrapped in a blanket while I sit behind her, watching the water together while we explore each other’s bodies properly for the first time since we admitted how we felt about one another.

      I turn away and take the steps two at a time. The door isn’t locked. Inside, everything is as we left it.

      Although it’s only been a short time since we were last here, somehow, I expected it to be covered in dust, weeds creeping up through the floor, birds nesting in the roof. 

      It feels like a lifetime has passed, and yet the cabin is proof it has barely been more than the blink of an eye.

      Kole is staring at the corner of the room just behind the couch. He swallows hard and unties his hair. 

      Both of us look at the ceiling. I’m glad the laptop is downstairs. Already, the memories we created here are almost killing me. If I had to venture into the bedroom, I might implode.

      It’s bad enough standing in the living room. Every inch of it reminds me of her; the way she looked dressed in my tee, parading around with that confident grin on her face, so different to when we first met her. The way she teased us all, made us hungry for her, then soothed us with her body and her brilliance. The way I tortured myself for all those weeks before finally admitting how I felt about her. The time I wasted. The moments I lost because I was too stubborn and fucked-up to face it.

      All those things are bad enough; the thought of going upstairs and seeing the bed we shared with her is too much. 

      “I’ll fire up the laptop. You see if you can find any coffee.” I gesture to the kitchen, and Kole nods at me. 

      As he starts clattering around in the cupboards, I sit at the large oak table and open the computer. It’s old and far too slow but, eventually, it wakes up. 

      “No coffee,” Kole says, standing behind me. “But I did find these.” He puts a half-empty bottle of whiskey and two glasses down on the table. 

      “Make mine a double,” I tell him as he starts to pour.
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        * * *

      

      “Fuck!” I yell as I slam the laptop shut. “Nothing. Not a fucking thing.”

      “Luther, it was always a long shot. We don’t even know if Eve is her real name.” Kole pours us another drink. “Let alone a surname.”

      I down mine in one then stand up, bracing my hands behind my head. “I searched every person with links to the League. Everyone we had on file. Eve’s face didn’t crop up once. I put her description into the database, too, in case there was a link to some skanky F.H.B. dealer. Nothing. Tried the witch register for this state and the next. Nothing. It’s like she didn’t exist before she met Ragnor.”

      “Luther,” Kole says again, “you’ve only got access to the local databases. The Bureau has way more files. Locked down files. Plus, the register is voluntary. Do you think someone like Eve would—”

      “Fuck!” I yell again. My heart is pounding, my head too. Like I’ve got a hangover already. 

      As Kole grows silent and stares into his drink, I stride to the bathroom and slam the door behind me. It rattles the barely-there pieces of mirror on the wall. I stare at them, breathing hard, my face reflected in the fractured glass.

      I close my eyes. Of course, I wasn’t going to find Eve on the police database. Or any other database. Even if I had, what good would it have done?

      But I needed to feel like I was doing something. I couldn’t sit around all day, while Sam and Tanner went off to find Kayla and Mack did whatever the fuck he needed to do so urgently, waiting. 

      Behind me, the door opens then closes again. “All we do is wait,” I mutter. “Since she disappeared, all we’ve done is wait. I can’t wait any longer, Kole. It’s killing me. If she’s gone—forever—I need to know so I can…”

      Kole puts his hands on my arms. They’re large and warm, and fit snuggly round my biceps. “So you can what?”

      “I can’t be here if she’s not.” My voice is barely a whisper. “The vision your mother put in our heads felt real. Like it really was me. I remember all of it. I remember losing her. I can’t take it a second time.”

      “You haven’t lost her.” Kole’s grip tightens. He’s a little taller than me. In the shards of mirror left on the wall, I can see him watching my face.

      “You know how that happened?” I gesture to the glass. 

      Kole doesn’t reply.

      “It was when I first fucked her. She found me in here jerking off into her panties, and we…” I trail off. I was trying to laugh at myself, but it hasn’t worked. Visions of Nova flash through my head, and I screw my eyes shut again. “I feel the way I did then. I want her so much I can hardly think straight. Except, back then all I needed to do was open my mouth and tell her how I felt. Now, there’s nothing I can do to bring her back quicker and nothing I can do to ease this fucking ache in my chest.”

      Kole’s hair is hanging loosely over his shoulders. It brushes against my neck as he leans closer. “Show me what you were doing when she found you.”

      I blink at his reflection. He doesn’t repeat himself, just stares me down.

      My skin prickles with heat.

      He plays this game with Tanner. I’ve heard them in the mansion more times than I’ve admitted. But Kole and I? We’ve fucked twice. Both times were angry, and confused, and full of pent-up tension that needed to be released. We’ve never done this.

      A shudder runs down my arms. My fingers twitch. The pressure of Kole’s hands on me doesn’t change. He’s stock still, waiting. 

      Still holding his gaze, I release a gravelly sigh and flick open my jeans. I push them roughly over my hips and pull out my cock. It’s soft but thick in my hand. Guilt trickles through me. I close my eyes but, as I’m about to take my hand away, Kole’s fingers land on my throat. They stretch up to hold my chin, cupping my jaw tightly. “Open your eyes,” he commands.

      Something about his tone of voice makes every muscle in my body sigh with relief. He’s taking control. I don’t need to think. All I need to do is follow what he tells me. 

      “Show me,” Kole repeats, tightening his grip just enough to release a small groan from my lips.

      Leaning forward, I brace one hand on the sink, so I don’t have to look at myself, then move the other up and down my shaft. My palm slides roughly over my piercings, and the tugging sensation is the cue my dick needs. It swells in my grasp. As it hardens, and pulses of arousal vibrate in my balls, I collect the bead of pre-cum from its tip.

      “In your mouth,” Kole says. 

      I hesitate and look up. No one has ever spoken to me like this before.

      “Taste yourself,” he tells me. 

      As I obey him, he watches closely. When my finger enters my mouth, he hums darkly and licks his lower lip. 

      “Keep going,” he says, pulling off his shirt so I catch glimpses of his inked torso in the broken mirror. There’s the sound of a belt snapping open, then pants dropping to the floor. I glance over my shoulder to see Kole’s erection quivering behind my ass.

      I’ve never truly looked at his cock before and, even though he hasn’t told me to, I turn around. Kole’s eyes narrow questioningly. For a moment, I think he’s going to tell me to turn away, but he doesn’t; he steps closer and braces a hand on my shoulder. 

      He isn’t touching himself. He just looks down and stares at my hand as it moves in long, languid strokes over my shaft. Rolling his tongue around his mouth, he spits on it and hums as the lubrication allows me to go faster.

      I groan loudly and rub my thumb over my pierced tip, trying to fight the rising surge of electricity in my core. “Are you going to fuck me?” I ask, meeting his eyes. “Or are you just a spectator?”

      “I’m not going to fuck you, Luther,” Kole growls. “Not until Nova returns.” He moves his hand to the back of my neck, then presses his forehead to mine. “When she does, you’re going to fuck me and she’s going to watch.”

      My eyes widen. I’m fisting myself furiously now, desperate for release. 

      “You’re going to show me what those chunks of metal feel like in my ass.”

      With my free hand, I reach for Kole’s dick, but he swats it away. Instead, I press my palm on his chest. 

      “You’re going to fuck me while I fuck her. You’re going to fuck me while I’m inside her.” Kole tightens his grip on my neck. I make a fist and thump him hard. I’m so close it’s almost painful. “Or perhaps you’d rather fuck Nova’s ass while I’m inside her? Show her what it’s like to be completely full. Feel her tight little hole squeezing you while you come. Do you think she could take it? Your metal? Would it make her—”

      “Fuck…” With a shudder, an orgasm rocks through me like a tidal wave. It peaks quickly and subsides just as fast, leaving me unsteady on my feet and gasping for breath.

      Still hard, Kole pulls his pants back up and fastens his belt. 

      “Torturing yourself?” I ask, reaching back to grip the sink and stop myself from falling. “I can—”

      “When she’s back.” Kole meets my eyes. “I’m saving it for when she’s back.” He turns and pulls on his shirt as he opens the door. “When she is, you can take charge.”

      Despite just having come all over myself, the filthy words coming from Kole’s mouth make my dick twitch. “I’ll hold you to that promise,” I tell him. 

      Kole stops in the doorway and looks over his shoulder at me. “I hope so.”
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        EVE

      

      

      

      She’s a strange, willowy thing. Elena. The photograph Ragnor carries in his wallet shows her in a very different light. In a wedding gown with cherry-red lips and dark flowing hair, smiling up at him; she looks radiant and strong. 

      I wonder which version is the illusion; the woman who has been floating like a phantom through the mansion since she returned—too nervous and skittish to speak to anyone but Ragnor—or the one with the bright red lips. 

      I suppose it was naïve of us to think she would be anything other than alarmed by her return. Who knows what her poor little mind is like after coming all this way? 

      I stare at her often, but I can’t decipher what she’s thinking or whether she understands where she is. She doesn’t seem to have noticed that Ragnor is twenty-five years older than when she last saw him. And wolves don’t age like vamps; they look their years.

      She trails around after Ragnor as if she’s a child. Occasionally, she remembers she had a baby, and asks him for it. Every time, Ragnor gives her the same answer; it is being taken care of. You can see it when you’re well. 

      This seems to quiet her. She presses her pale lips together and wrings her hands in her lap. But after a few hours, she asks the same question again. And again. And again, until the mewing sounds coming from her delicate throat make me want to rip out her insides and dance with them.

      I’ve been studying Ragnor too. At first, he was enamored. Overwhelmed with joy. As the days wear on, however, he looks at her differently. He pities her and he’s frustrated by her. She’s too fixated on the child, and not interested enough in him. She’s so fragile he daren’t touch her for fear she’ll break. He thought they would have a romantic reunion. He thought there would be gushing declarations of love and lust-filled fucking out on the lawn under the stars. 

      She has given him neither.

      Kayla was a better choice for him. A better fit. I never liked the woman, but she was strong, and fierce, and loyal. She had fire in her belly and in her eyes, and she smelled of stars and charcoal. 

      Elena smells of mist and squashed river reeds, and that’s not what Ragnor needs. He needs more. 

      He also needs to remember where his own loyalty lies. Elena has distracted him. She has pulled a thin white veil over his eyes and wrapped it around his head, and she’s suffocating him with it. 

      His love for her is pulling the breath from his lungs and the fight from his soul. He is allowing himself to be dampened by a human, and it is making me very, very sad to watch it. Especially because I know The King will not be pleased. 

      When he returns, he will smell it on Ragnor, and then Ragnor will be no more. Which is a shame because I did so want us to be a happy little family. Even if she had to be in it, too. 

      But she is not the woman he said she was. She is no different to the rest of them. In fact, she might be the most pathetic example of a human I’ve ever encountered. Even more pathetic than that sniveling boyfriend the Fire Bird dispatched.

      Thinking of the Fire Bird, my heart begins to sing. It flutters in my ribcage as if it has wings.

      She was so beautiful when she burned. 

      When we drained her, I saw Ragnor’s light come flickering back. The lust that runs in his veins. The lust for power, and control, and blood. While her body became charred and shriveled in front of our eyes, he remembered our plan. He remembered he wanted to tear her limb from limb, and bring The King back to Earth, and rule over humanity. He remembered just how superior we are, and that we are on the right path.

      Because if we weren’t, she would have fought back, wouldn’t she? The Phoenix would have set free her almighty powers and destroyed us. 

      But the prophecy was wrong. Maybe she could have been powerful if she had the chance, but we stopped her. We stopped her.

      Not that I ever paid much heed to prophecies, anyway. Ragnor believes in them but, when I was a girl, my mother told me they were nothing more than the inventions of scared, lonely women who were desperate to prove their worth. So desperate they made up a talent—an ability to see what no one else could. They made themselves vessels of the future and wrote laws which decreed that only they could speak the truth and only they could determine what truth they told and how much of it they revealed.

      They allowed the gift of foresight to pass to their male heirs, but only women kept the power of prophecy. It was the one thing they had that men could not take away from them.

      They thought they were being clever, imbuing themselves with some kind of almighty power. But then legend became truth, and truth became fate, and fate—sadly—is the most dogmatic master of them all.

      The seers refer to fate as a woman. They say things like she has sent us a vision. She sent us a prophecy. But I know better; fate is a man, and he is as cruel a master as any.

      I reject fate. I reject prophecy. I reject anything and anyone who tells me that what is meant to be has to be, and that I cannot change it.

      We changed it. We looked fate in his burning eyes and declared we would not let him win.

      Ragnor believed in the prophecy. He believed that a pathetic half-blood child could destroy us. Even when she lay burning in front of us, I felt him waiting for her to open her eyes. 

      But she didn’t.

      She is gone. 

      It is time for Him to return, and time for Ragnor to put down his pet human and play his part.
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        * * *

      

      “Eve?” Ragnor’s footsteps shake the floorboards as he strides through the mansion. It is a dark place now. Blood stains the walls. Quite literally; I am not imagining it. Wolves being wolves, fights are inevitable. Especially when they’ve been doing nothing but drinking and fucking for days. Celebrating the end of The Phoenix. 

      Although I hear him calling me, I don’t reply. He knows where I am. I’m in the professor’s study. I like it here. Words dance out of his books and into my head, and paint pictures that dance in the fire of my mind. I like the desk, too. Big and sturdy. Like him—the bear.

      I’ve only known one other bear shifter in my lifetime. A huge, scarred, brown bear from a colony near Jasper. He fucked like he fought; hard and unrelenting. I was sad when I killed him, but only for a little while.

      By the window, which frames a pretty picture of the fountain and the grounds in the pinkish-orange sunlight, I hold up the vial. 

      It has been hanging around my neck ever since we filled it with her blood. Ragnor tried to snatch it from me—because he doesn’t trust that I will be strong enough to resist it. 

      “This is my last and greatest test,” I told him, gripping it tight and feeling the energy pulse through the glass and into my palm. “I will keep it safe until He needs it.”

      “Fine, but it’s on your head if you fuck this up, Eve,” Ragnor growled. 

      I’ve barely seen him since then. He’s been stalking up and down the halls of the upper floors, waiting for his human to recover and service his needs.

      “Eve?!” He is bellowing now. 

      I hum to myself and turn the vial upside down, watching the congealed blood drip slowly down its sides. I moisten my lower lip. The black veins that decorate my face pulse with hunger. One taste, just one…

      I screw my eyes shut and clench the vial, then I slip its chain back around my throat and tuck it into the neckline of my dress. 

      “I will be strong for you, my King.”

      The door to the study clatters open on its hinges. “Those fucking hounds of yours have escaped again. Don’t you have a spell that would—”

      “My babies cannot be controlled by spells,” I laugh, shaking my head. “They are not from our dimension, Ragnor. They are hell beasts, demon dogs, evil in canine form—”

      “Alright,” Ragnor waves his hand to shut me up, “just make sure they don’t stray into town again. We can’t have them drawing attention to us. Not now.”

      I tilt my head sideways and smile. Ragnor’s body is tense. His muscles are taut. I walk over and slide myself behind him, floating up to put my hands on his shoulders. “Is your little human not giving you what you need?” I whisper.

      “Fuck you, Eve,” Ragnor barks, but I ignore him. His words lie. His body doesn’t.

      “It’s not good for you,” I say softly. “I can help.” I slide my hands down his sides and tuck them into the front of his pants. 

      Sometimes, when I play this game, he grabs my wrists and jerks away from me. Today, he stays completely still. 

      I let my palm rest on the bulge of his cock. He tilts his hips, ever so slightly, and presses himself into my hand. “Do it,” he growls.

      But I take my hand away and skip around him. Hopping onto the professor’s desk, I sweep his papers to the floor and open my legs. “No,” I shake my head. “Do me.”

      Ragnor assesses me with dark eyes. I pull my skirt up around my waist and show him my cunt. 

      Then I reach into my pocket and take out a different vial. I drink down its contents in one, and hum as the F.H.B. burns my throat. 

      Ragnor strides over and takes a fistful of my hair. He pulls my head back and his pants down. He is fucking me hard, and loudly, when I hear her. The little mouse. Elena. I dig my nails into his back, so he groans as she enters the room.

      “Ragnor?” his name drips from her lips like honey floating on a winter breeze. “What are you doing?”

      Ragnor freezes between my legs. His dick twitches. I grind my hips against him, and he shoves me away. Zipping up his pants, he turns around. I can see the sweat glistening on his forearms. 

      “Elena, it’s not what it looks like. You were so tired, still recovering, I didn’t want to press you for…” He trails off. She is sobbing. She’s not angry, or shouting, or running away. She’s just standing there sobbing. Her small body trembling.

      When Ragnor runs to her and folds her into his arms, she lets him comfort her and lead her from the room.

      No wonder he grew to hate humans. No wonder she died giving birth to that wretched half-breed child of theirs; she is so weak. The walking epitome of what I despise about humanity. 

      I pull my skirt back down and hop from the desk. 

      I could call Andre and make him finish what Ragnor started, but it is nearly sunset. The ritual will begin in a few short hours, so perhaps it is fitting I should wait for my king.

       A violent shudder rocks my entire body. At first, I think it’s the F.H.B. making my heart swell in my chest. Then my eyes snap to the window. Someone has breached my spell.
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      “Are you sure she is willing to do this?” I ask, pacing as Kayla disappears into the trees up ahead. 

      It is almost sunset. The sky is a strange, violent pink splashed with orange. There are no clouds, and the air is unusually cold. 

      “She was telling the truth,” Tanner says.

      “Wolves are good at masking their thoughts,” I reply. “Nico—” I stop and look furtively at Sam. At the mention of his brother’s name, he closes his eyes and looks away. I tilt my head and lower my voice, but it needs to be said. “Nico hid his true identity from us.”

      “And I still knew he wasn’t to be trusted,” Tanner says. “I might not have known why but I knew he was hiding something.” He folds his arms and pushes his shoulders back. “I’m right about her, Mack. She hates Ragnor and Eve as much as we do. She wants to do this. She wants to avenge her son.”

      “I believe her, too,” Sam says. “She hates us, but she hates Ragnor and Eve more.”

      “She was Ragnor’s fated mate,” Kole says darkly. “Will she be able to overcome that bond when the moment arises?”

      “Maybe not,” Sam says. “But she doesn’t have to kill him herself. We’ve asked her to go after Eve—she’s who we need to take down, so we can get into The Hollow and tackle Ragnor.”

      Luther is strangely quiet. His jaw twitches as he looks up at the sky. “Like fire,” he mutters. “It looks like fire.”

      I follow his gaze. He’s right; the orange coloring in the sky slashes across it in thin strips that look like flames. Perhaps it’s a sign. The thought sends a wave of warmth through my muscles, but I try not to go any further down the rabbit hole. We cannot let ourselves believe it’s a sign. If we believe Nova’s return is imminent, we will let our guard down and mistakes could be made.

      “Focus,” I say gruffly. “How long since she left?”

      Kole looks at his watch. “Two minutes.”

      “We’ll wait ten, then follow,” I tell him. 

      So, for ten long minutes, we stand staring at one another. Something in the air is different. Snow can sense it and is breathing heavily. It is thick with magick.

      “Why does it have to be tonight?” Sam asks quietly. “Did we ever find out?”

      I rub my beard with my thumb and forefinger. It’s too long. It needs to be trimmed, but somehow the unruliness seems fitting. 

      “The moon,” Luther replies. “There’s a different energy on a full moon.” He frowns at Sam. “You should know that. You’re a were.”

      “I was locked in an underground club for ten years, Luther. We didn’t see much of the night sky.”

      “But you should feel it,” Luther says. 

      Sam flexes his head from side to side. “Who said I didn’t?”

      “It’s not just the moon,” I interrupt. “I wasn’t sure whether to keep this to myself or not.”

      The others turn to stare at me. Kole looks perplexed, but Tanner, Sam, and Luther look pissed that I was thinking of hiding something from them. 

      I sigh and push my fingers through my hair. My gray sweats aren’t nearly warm enough, which is odd because usually Snow and I can tolerate pretty much any drop in temperature better than most. “I’m not sure it helps. But the reason it has to happen tonight—it’s to do with the alignment of the planets. They haven’t been like this since before The Shadow King was banished. Thousands of years ago.”

      “How do you know this, Mack?” Kole asks darkly.

      “I went to Rev’s,” I tell him. “While you were at the cabin with Luther, and Sam and Tanner were tracking Kayla, I went to see Rev.”

      Kole’s eyes widen. 

      “Why didn’t you tell us?” Luther asks gruffly.

      “Because I knew you’d think me going into town was a bad idea.”

      No one argues. They know they would have tried to stop me. 

      “Are they okay?” Sam asks. “Is Sarah okay?”

      I smile at him and put my hand on his shoulder. “She was when she learned you’re alive,” I reply, watching him blink back tears.

      Sam clears his throat and nods, ducking out of my grip. “Good,” he says. “I hope you told her I’ll see her soon, and that I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner.”

      “I explained everything,” I tell him. “They’re both fine. Town is much as it was before—unruly, but not too dangerous yet. Rev says many have already left. Mostly mages and witches who can feel the power balance shifting.” I fold my arms and notice that all five of us are feeling the cold now. “She also leant me one of her grandmother’s books. Ivy was a powerful astrologist. She wrote several volumes on the link between magick and planetary alignment.”

      “And she wrote about tonight?”

      “She didn’t know when it would come, but she predicted the alignment we’ll see tonight would bring a great surge in magick.”

      “Giving Eve the power to bring The Shadow King back to earth,” Kole mutters.

      “And Nova the power to rise?” Sam asks the question burning on everyone’s lips. I close my eyes and breathe deeply. 

      “Maybe.” A smile twitches on my lips. “I hope so, but we don’t know that. So, we stick to what we agreed. Kayla takes out Eve. We take out Ragnor. The ritual never happens.” I look around the group of men I’ve grown to love like brothers. “Agreed?”

      They nod in unison. For the first time in days, glistening kernels of hope flicker in their eyes.
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      Kayla looks like she hasn’t eaten properly in days. Her eyes are gray, and the skin beneath them even grayer. She has dirt beneath her fingernails, and grease in her hair, but she has the same steel in her eyes as she says, “Where is Ragnor?”

      We are on the lawn. She passed through the barrier with ease. My fault. It didn’t occur to me to remove her imprint from the spell. 

      “Inside, preparing for the ritual.” I wriggle my toes into the lush green grass beneath my feet. Pops of electricity scratch my soles. I close my eyes and hum as The Hollow’s power trickles up through me. 

      “It’s tonight?” Kayla asks, looking at the sky.

      “Can’t you tell?” I stretch out my arms and feel the glorious pull of my muscles as they loosen and flex. “It’s going to be a beautiful night.”

      Kayla looks down at her feet. “I…” She pauses and licks her lower lip. I almost feel sorry for her; the stench of humiliation is tangible. “I want to come back. I want to be a part of this, Eve. I deserve to be.” She meets my eyes and I notice her fingers twitch as she shoves them into her pockets.

      “I think that’s a decision for Ragnor,” I tell her.

      “Then take me to him and let me ask him myself.”

      I tilt my head. My temples throb with the movement. With F.H.B. surging in my veins, I am finding it hard to focus. Sounds and smells and light pummel my senses. I hear the birds in the trees; I hear the wolves sleeping inside; I hear my babies prowling the perimeter, waiting for their master’s ascent. “Very well.” I turn and lead her past the fountain, up the steps, and through the professor’s old kitchen. 

      Kayla takes in the blood on the walls. She sniffs the air but doesn’t break her stride. 

      I lead her through the belly of the house to the study. “It’s Elena’s favorite room,” I say as we stop outside. “She likes the fire and the view.”

      Kayla presses her lips together. 

      “He hasn’t told her that you killed her son.” I pinch Kayla’s elbow. She doesn’t look at me. “She would be very upset, but I don’t think Ragnor minds. So, you might be lucky. He might let you come back into the fold, Kayla.”

      I tap my knuckles on the door and we wait. 

      When Ragnor appears, his face is etched with anger and frustration. “What the fuck do you want, Eve? Haven’t you caused enough damage for one day?”

      I let my eyes dart toward Kayla.

      Ragnor follows my gaze, but his expression doesn’t change when he notices her. “You,” he growls.

      Kayla straightens her shoulders and pushes her chin up. I lean on the wall and press my back to the cool paintwork. I slide this way and that, like the pendulum of a grandfather clock. “Tick tock,” I whisper. “Tick tock.”

      Ragnor shoots me a disgruntled stare, but I ignore him.

      “Tick tock, Ragnor. The ritual begins at sundown.” I tap my wrist. I wear an invisible watch. It is not very useful.

      “What do you want?” Ragnor steps into the corridor, pulling the door shut behind him. 

      “I want to come back,” Kayla says firmly. “I deserve to be a part of this, Ragnor. After everything, I deserve to be here when The King returns.”

      Ragnor’s eyes narrow. He sucks in his cheeks and strides forward, closing the gap between him and his rejected mate. “What about your son?” he asks, his eyes twitching.

      “Our son is gone,” she replies. “But I’m still alive, and if the world is about to go to hell, I want to be on the winning side.” She takes her hand from her pocket and points a long, thin finger at Ragnor’s face. “You owe me this, Ragnor. You owe me a place in the new order. After everything you’ve done to me, this is the least you can offer.” She clenches her fist and lowers it to her side. “Plus, you’re surrounded by morons. You need someone who has their head screwed on straight.”

      A bubble of laughter tickles my throat. I giggle and wrap my arms around myself. “She has a point, Ragnor. Those wolves of yours are next to useless.”

      Ragnor and Kayla both ignore me. They are staring at one another, and the surge of emotion between them is intoxicating. They want each other, but they abhor each other. They need each other, but they despite one another’s presence. 

      I clap my hands and dance into the middle of the corridor. “It starts soon. When you’ve made your decision, gather everyone outside.” I open my arms and trail my fingers down the blood-crusted walls as I skip back outside.

      I’m at the top of the steps when I hear Ragnor bellow, “Fine! But stay out of my way, she-wolf. I don’t want to see you sniffing around me all day and all night.”

      I can’t hear Kayla’s reply, but I wish I’d seen her face. Watching the two of them is like waiting for a hand-grenade to go off; you never know if they’re going to fuck or fight.

      Andre appears behind me. His hair is crumpled—like he just emerged from a long sleep. “Is Kayla back?” he asks.

      “She is.”

      “Is it going to happen tonight?” His voice drips with nerves.

      I look at him over my shoulder. “It’s happening now.”
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      We gather as close to the barrier as we can. From just inside the tree line, we can see The Hollow, the lawn, and the fountain. 

      I look at Kole. He’s breathing slowly and deeply, his hands clenched in front of him. He’s the only one of us not wearing a hoodie—and I can see his flesh dimpling beneath his tattoos. Waves of sorrow surge around him; the last time he was here, he watched Nova take her last breath.

      I reach for the ring I’m wearing around my neck. As if we’re all thinking the same thing, the others do too. 

      If she’s going to return, tonight is the night. Especially after what Mack said, it has to be the night. So, even as we brace ourselves for what Kayla’s about to do, I’m praying we won’t have to follow through with the rest of our plan. I’m praying this is the moment our phoenix is reborn, and that she puts an end to The King before he can set one creepy demon foot on Earth.

      “There,” Mack mutters, pointing at the steps. 

      Eve has emerged at the top of them. A wolf, in his human form, appears behind her. They talk for a moment before she grins and trots down to the lawn. This time, there are no skulls or candles. There is no altar, no books, no knives. 

      Eve stops at the fountain and braces her hands on its rim. She peers into it—although it’s completely empty—and closes her eyes. Then her hand goes to her throat. She pulls a pendant from her dress. It hangs from her neck on a long chain. She holds it up to the slowly descending sun and the light catches it. 

      I glance at Kole. He breathes out heavily and grips the nearest tree branch. “That’s Nova’s blood,” he says, the words barely making it out of his throat. His eyes darken and his lips twitch. “That’s what they took from her.”

      Luther places a firm hand on Kole’s shoulder. Usually, I’d expect him to push Luther away, but he doesn’t. He lets his hand remain there while Eve turns and sits on the rim of the basin. 

      Swinging her legs like a child, she watches as werewolves emerge from the house. They gather on the lawn—not as many as before—and stand silently. 

      A mixture of nerves and excitement swirls in the air above them. Some are high, others are hungover, all are unsure whether they believe in what’s about to happen or not. Kayla is among them. She weaves her way to the front of the crowd and stands directly in Eve’s eyeline. 

      Finally, Ragnor shows himself. He stands at the top of the steps. He’s about to speak when a woman appears next to him. She tugs his sleeve, and he turns to stroke her face. He presses his forehead to hers, whispers something, then points back at the kitchen. 

      She nods, glances at the pack of wolves in front of her, then turns and goes back inside.

      Next to me, Sam takes a large step forward. He’s perilously close to the barrier, so I try to tug him back, but he’s transfixed on the space where—a few seconds ago—his mother stood. In the flesh. Looking just the way she did twenty-five years ago.

      Sam’s entire body starts to tremble. “Sam,” I warn quietly. “Come back. We mustn’t be seen.”

      He refuses to budge.

      I’m about to try again when Mack steps in front of him, puts his hands on Sam’s upper arms and meets his eyes. “We’ll get her out, Sam. But we need Kayla to succeed first.”

      Sam tries to look away, but Mack ducks to keep his gaze. After a long quivering moment, Sam’s body untenses and he allows Mack to usher him back into the shadows. 

      Ragnor is making a speech. The usual League vitriol: humans are inferior, supers should rule the world. Yada, yada, yada. No one seems willing to point out that, right now, as he speaks, his human wife sits inside waiting for him.

      When he finishes, and the crowd roars, my attention moves to Kayla. Except she’s gone. I can’t see her.

      Panic surges in my chest. I scan the crowd, then see a flash of pale fur. It moves quickly between the others then, with snarling and gnashing of teeth, Kayla throws herself at Eve.

      It happens so quickly the other wolves don’t have time to react, but I see it in slow motion. Kayla’s jaws are open wide. She is leaping through the air, aiming for Eve’s throat. Any second now, her teeth will puncture the large vein on the side of Eve’s neck, and the evil witch will bleed out on the floor.

      There’s a stifled yelp. 

      Kayla’s eyes flash. 

      Eve flicks her wrist. There’s a loud crunching sound, and Kayla drops to the ground.

      The crowd steps back, silently staring. Kayla is not a wolf anymore. She is a woman, crumpled like a rag doll, lying on the ground with her neck clearly broken. I wait for an onslaught of grief, or pain, or even an inkling that someone feels sad for her. Nothing comes; she’s dead, and no one cares.
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        * * *

      

      Dread trickles down my spine. As if Kayla’s murder was a mere inconvenience, Eve carries on where Ragnor left off. The sun is descending more quickly now. A few minutes, and it will be below the horizon. Darkness will come.

      Silence descends. Eve takes the chain from around her neck and holds the vial up in front of her. She waves her hand over it, muttering some kind of incantation we can’t hear.

      I look at the others. We are paralyzed. We can’t do anything. We can’t stop it; we can’t even get close enough to try. 

      As Eve murmurs and chants, a darkness creeps over me. It is cold and heavy as it clings to my skin. I know this feeling. I sensed it before. The last time The Shadow King showed himself to us.

      “He’s coming,” I whisper.

      Kole looks at me, his pupils wide. “The Hunger.” He grips his chest. “The darkness.”

      He drops to his knees and Luther crouches in front of him. 

      “He’s coming,” I whisper again as pain ricochets through my skull. 

      I look at Sam. His skin is so pale it is almost translucent. He drops to the floor too. I sink down and wrap my arm around him. “I feel him,” he whispers. “I feel him, Tanner. He’s coming.”

      Mack is the only one still standing. He stretches his arms and braces his hands on two trees as if he simply refuses to bow to the evil that thickens the air.

      I try to breathe out, but the air feels like it has congealed in my lungs. “We should run.” The words leave my mouth before I can stop them, a plume of white air puffing out with them. I look up at Mack, ashamed, but desperate. 

      “We are not leaving. Not without Nova.” He fixes his gaze on the vial in Eve’s hand. With a flourish, she removes the cap. 

      Kole growls and doubles over, clutching his stomach. “I smell her,” he mutters, almost a whine or a howl. “I feel her.”

      When he looks up, dark veins snake out from the corners of his eyes. He licks his teeth. Luther sits behind him and wraps his arms firmly around Kole’s chest. I want to help, but I can’t. I can barely see straight. Fear, wonder, terror, darkness, and victory merge in a sickening whirlpool that scrapes the inside of my brain. 

      Sam is shaking. I hold onto him, but I’m not sure if it’s to help him or to anchor myself. 

      A vicious wind starts to blow. The trees tremble. Leaves fall. The sky becomes ink-black, the stars and moon already visible even though the sun has only just set and it should be impossible. 

      Eve turns to face the fountain. She tilts the vial. A drop of Nova’s blood falls into the basin. Then another, and another.

      Kole lurches forward and digs his fingernails into the earth. Roots wind up and bind themselves around his wrists, holding him still, stopping him from running head-first into the barrier and begging for a taste.

      When the vial is empty, Eve throws it into the basin. It shatters. A cloud of thick, black smoke swirls up, and Eve moves her hands through it as if she is weaving it into something beautiful. There is a shudder. The earth groans and The Hollow creaks. 

      Thick red liquid spills over the sides of the fountain. It is full and overflowing. Its central column splutters to life. Water, laced with Nova’s blood, pummels down into the basin. The wind blows harder, and the moon glows brighter.

      I feel something on my face. Something wet. There are no clouds, but it is raining. 

      I hold out my palm. A drop falls into it, cold and vicious. But it is not rain. It is blood.

      “Let it rain with the blood of The Phoenix! Let her power break the earth open!” Eve has climbed into the fountain. She is standing in it, blood-red water staining her white dress, pulling it tight against her spindly calves. 

      The wolves look up at the sky. Red rain batters their faces. Several start to run, but Eve sings out, “Those who run from his power will be devoured by it!”

      So, they stay. 

      A cacophony of howling and barking shakes the air, but it’s not the wolves; it’s the Hellhounds. They emerge from behind the mansion in a pack and race toward Eve. 

      When they reach her, they put their front paws up on the fountain and lap at the liquid inside it. Eve bends down, allowing the front of her dress to become thick with blood, and strokes their heads. 

      “It is time!” She hollers at the sky. 

      There is another rumble, so violent it brings even Mack to his knees. 

      Eve jumps down, opening her arms and pushing the crowd of werewolves back too. 

      At the same moment she screams, the fountain cracks down the middle. It splits in half, the blood and the water flood free. They swell around the wolves’ feet and soak the earth. 

      The two concrete halves of the fountain fall. They smash into rubble and litter the earth. 

      Where the fountain stood, a hole has appeared. At first, it is pure black, but then it starts to glow. Like someone has lit a fire beneath it. 

      “Are they flames?” I breathe, crawling forward on my hands and knees. 

      “Nova,” Mack whispers. “She’s coming.”

      We stagger to our feet, clutching one another, staring, praying. The hole grows wider. Then it becomes a crack. There is a sound—like the entire world is breaking—and the hole becomes a crater. The earth splits open. The gash widens and spreads. It is moving toward us. Sam and I leap to one side as Mack, Luther, and Kole leap to the other. 

      It continues through the woods. Trees fall. Roots heave and split. Fire burns beneath it. The ground becomes hot beneath my feet. When I pull Sam away, a rumble fills the air. Like thunder laced with ash. 

      “Nova,” I whisper.

      “Not Nova,” Sam looks at me. A tear rolls down his cheek. “Him.”
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        THREE WEEKS LATER

        SAM

      

      

      “I’m going to look for him again.” I take one last sip of Rev’s rancid tea and wrinkle my nose. 

      Sarah shakes her head at me. “Sam, no. It’s not safe.”

      “Nowhere is safe.” I pull my dark hoodie on and head for the window. Luther has to move his legs, stretched out in front of him while he sits in Rev’s armchair, so I can get past. On the couch, Tanner is sleeping. His face is cast in an eerie red glow. Red from the sky outside, which still looks like it is stained with blood.

      “There are three hours until sunset. Most of them will be in hiding.”

      “Most, not all.” Luther stands up and takes a lighter from his pocket. He flicks it open and stares at the flame, making it swell and darken. 

      “Luther, I said no flames.” In the doorway of the bedroom, Rev folds her arms. Her injured hand is now bandage-free, but the scar is deep and ugly. “Sam? Where are you going?” She notices I’ve got my shoes on, and her tone hardens.

      “I have to look for him. I can’t just leave him out there.”

      “Mack will come back when he wants to come back,” she sighs.

      “If he wants to come back,” Luther adds.

      “When Layla took her own life, he went missing for weeks. He came back eventually.” Rev moves into the living room, her jewelry unsettlingly bright and yellow against the scarlet hue of the walls.

      “Yeah, well,” Luther snaps, “Phoenix Falls wasn’t the living, breathing definition of hell on Earth back then.”

      Outside, the street is deserted. Before the S.D.B. and the Army sealed us off, anyone with an ounce of sense fled. Those who remain are either quivering in their homes or trying to ingratiate themselves with the demons who are running riot.

      “It’ll never leave me,” I say, glancing at Luther. “The sounds they made when they crawled out of the earth.”

      Luther swallows hard. “It’s his face,” he says. “I see it when I close my eyes.”

      “I see nothing.” Tanner mumbles as he sits up. His legs are splayed and he leans forward onto his knees. “Just darkness.”

      “Well, I see a bunch of guys who’ve lost hope.” Rev strides into the middle of the room and puts her hands on her hips. “What the fuck happened to you all?”

      “What happened?” The front door clatters open. Kole has been on the roof again, but now he’s standing there filling the doorframe. His eyes are ebony black. The smalls veins that appeared in the corners of his eyes when Eve spilled Nova’s blood are still there. They haven’t grown, but they haven’t disappeared either.

      “We failed her.” He crosses Rev’s small apartment and squares up to her. “I failed her.”

      “Stand down, Kole.” Luther is at his side, but Rev shakes her head at him. 

      She doesn’t look afraid or angry. “You did not fail her.” She moves as if she’s going to squeeze his arm but, instead, allows her palm to hover above his skin. “It’s not the end yet, Kole. We don’t know—”

      “Yes, we do!” He turns and sweeps a collection of mugs and ornaments from the coffee table. “It happened. The King returned, and where is she?” His voice is a growl now. A loud, roaring, painful growl. Tanner and Luther grab his arms and wrestle him to the floor. Rev runs to the kitchen and fetches a small bottle of bright blue liquid. 

      When I reach the door, they are squeezing droplets onto Kole’s tongue as he howls in anguish.

      Sarah follows me into the hall and down the stairs. At the bottom, in the empty stairwell, she pulls me into a firm embrace. “Please, be careful,” she whispers. “If you must go, be careful.”

      I kiss her forehead. “I will.” 

      Outside, the cold hits me like a sheet of ice. It burns my skin. Funny; I always expected hell to be hot. Turns out, it’s the opposite. It scalds in a different way. The way the wind does when it’s below freezing.

      I shift and stalk down the narrow alleyway between the buildings. The streets reek of sulfur and death. In human form, I can take it. As a wolf, it makes me want to vomit.

      When I reach Main Street, I look in The Hollow’s direction. The sky there is darker, and redder, and lightning crackles above it even though there is no storm. 

      Every night, new beasts come. New hellish creatures that I never even dreamed existed. Their energy, and their darkness pulsates beneath the earth telling us there are still more to come. 

      What happened to Eve and Ragnor, we have no idea. 

      When he came, we ran. We ran as the ground broke, and the sky fell, and evil surged. We ran for the falls, but the split earth stopped us in our tracks. 

      Rev eventually found us. Everywhere, people were screaming, running, diving into their cars, and getting the fuck out of town. We ran for her place, and it was only when we got there, we realized Mack wasn’t with us. 

      I found his tracks a few days later and I’ve smelled him on the breeze since then. He’s still here in Phoenix Falls. He just doesn’t want to be with us. 

      But we need him. 

      We need him because none of us knows what the fuck to do next.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’m in the woods near the tunnels that lead to Redrock. There was a time when that was the last place in the world I wanted to be. Right now, though, it seems like heaven. An untouchable paradise. Tantalizingly close, but out of reach.

      They look enticing, the tunnels—dark, empty. Like it would be so easy to walk through and out the other side and be free. 

      But on the other side, men with guns, and S.D.B. agents with who-knows-what spells are waiting to take down anyone who dares try to pass the shield. To lock down a whole town, and seal us in, must have taken a truckload of magick. If only they’d listened to Mack and used that magick to help us instead of sitting back and letting us fight this whole fight alone.

      I’ve caught Snow’s scent here several times before but, today, there is something else. I move deeper into the undergrowth. By the time I recognize the smell, it’s too late.

      A Hellhound is in front of me.

      Its red eyes blink slowly. Its head is dipped, its teeth showing even though its jaws are closed. I snarl loudly, scratching the ground, waiting for it to come for me. 

      But it doesn’t. It tilts its head and moves a little closer. It sniffs the air. It releases a low grumble in the back of its throat.

      Brother… 

      The word floats through my head. The beast meets my eyes. Then it turns and runs.
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        MACK

      

      

      

      Our paws smell of dried blood. For a long time, we forgot how it felt to kill like this. We didn’t mean to end up like this but, somehow, stalking the woods to find demons at night has become something of a vocation in the past three weeks.

      Perhaps because neither of us knows what else to do. Perhaps because this is the only thing we can do that feels like something instead of nothing.

      When the ground opened up and hell bled into our dimension, Snow’s instinct was to run. Mine was too, but even if the S.D.B. and the Army didn’t have the town surrounded, I don’t think I could bring myself to leave Nova.

       Whatever remains of her, it is here. The same way Layla is here, and my past is here.

      I can’t leave the memory of Nova because, even though everything is different now, even though the worst happened and our darkest fears came true, this place still carries whispers of her.

      We catch them on the breeze when we walk too close to the cabin or in our mind when we’re sleeping. We catch them when we veer toward the lake and hear the rush of the falls—not muted, despite what has happened to the town.

      We catch them when we remember the caves and the cabin and everything else that happened. But we need to be alone; we learned this after Layla died. The only way we could cope was to be as far away from other people’s emotions as possible. 

      When we think of Nova, the heavy thud of our grief merges with what we felt when Layla left us. We remember our parents wailing and sobbing, and the heartbreak that seeped from their pores for so many years after.

      We cannot bear to be around the boys like that. We cannot bear to see Kole so tormented by his craving for blood that he can barely think straight. We cannot bear to see Luther drinking himself into a stupor every night. We cannot bear to see Tanner sleeping all day because being awake is too painful. We also cannot bear to see the glimmer of hope that still flickers in Sam’s eyes.

      We know this is what’s been happening because Rev told us. She found us where she found us the last time, but she promised she wouldn’t give us away. She promised, as long as we took care of ourselves and swore we would come back eventually, she would do her best to stop them looking for us. 

      So far, she has succeeded. Occasionally, we catch Sam’s scent, but he’s not yet strayed too close to the tunnels. He’s sticking to town, to the cabin, and to the lake because he thinks that’s where we will go. He thinks we want to be where Nova was. In fact, it’s the opposite.

      It is easier out here on the edge of town. The only memory we have of this section of woods is the time we charged through the tunnel on the way to Redrock—when we realized where she was being held and went to rescue her from Ragnor. 

      Back then, we succeeded. Sadly, when it really counted, we did not.

      The demons we have killed have been slow and clumsy—almost like zombies, if zombies existed. Half creatures with broken minds that crave human flesh. But now that the town has been sealed off, they’re being driven crazy by their lust for it. They’re turning on supers too. The ones that are left, at least.

      No doubt The King is hatching a plan. It surprises me that he hasn’t already broken the barrier; I believe if he really wanted to, he would have. After all, he is the Devil, and nothing can stop the Devil when he is on Earth.

      Last night, we caught a Hellhound. It was easier to kill than we imagined it would be. Having gone several days with no real food—because its brothers and its demon cousins have almost stripped the woods of prey—it was weak and slow. We broke its neck. We might have been tempted to eat it ourselves, because we were ravenously hungry too, but it tasted of acid, ash, and rotting flesh, so we did not.

      Something catches our nostrils, the same smell. For a moment, we think we’re imagining it, but it grows stronger; another hell beast is in the forest.

      We stand slowly and move through the trees. After several weeks alone out here in bear form instead of human form, our white fur is dirty and we are more easily disguised. 

      We creep up on the hound. It is standing alone in a small clearing, shaking from head to toe. Its head is close to the ground, and it is staring into the bushes ahead as if something is approaching it. Perhaps it is trying to hide itself from its prey—a deer or a rabbit.

      Before it has a chance to pounce, we pounce first. 

      We pin it to the ground with a mighty paw. Our jaws are about to clamp down on its neck when we hear, “Snow, stop. Don’t.” 

      We look up. Sam is standing in front of us. He is disheveled, his hair and clothes crumpled, and he’s staring at the hellhound with wide eyes.

      “It’s not a beast,” Sam stutters. 

      We unclench our jaws and sit back. The creature does not move, just presses its belly to the ground. 

      Sam meets Snow’s eyes. “I think it’s Nico.”
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        EVE

      

      

      “Ragnor’s human pet must be turned.” The King’s voice slides through me like burned butter. Dark, and smooth, and bitter. 

      “He won’t like it.” I look up at the ceiling. It swirls with a dark red cloud. Only I’m not sure if what I’m seeing really is the ceiling or if the roof is no longer there and I’m looking at the sky.

      “Do you think I care what Ragnor likes?” The King turns his inky eyes on me. His skin undulates as if an army of a thousand ants live beneath it. 

      I dip my head as a tingle of excitement runs down my spine. “No, Master.” With my chin still pressed to my chest, I ask, “What will she become?”

      “It matters not. What matters is that she cannot remain human.” He rises from his chair—a throne with beautiful black feathers decorating its back. 

      As he paces the room, his body catches the muted light from the window. His skin becomes almost translucent. I can see his veins, his heart, his organs. I can see all of him. 

      The thud, thud, thud of his heartbeat fills my ears and makes me moisten my lips. 

      “Bring him to me. Ragnor. He must be told. We have little time.”

      My eyes widen. I skip to him and bounce on the balls of my feet. I want to touch him. I want to put my hands on his skin just so I know what he feels like. “Why, Master? What are you planning?”

      Slowly, my king extends a long, gnarled finger and tweaks it beneath my chin. It is razor sharp and draws blood from my neck. It trickles down my throat. He watches it, then licks his lips with a thick, gray tongue. He lowers his head and draws his tongue from my chest up to my chin. 

      I sigh and rock into his touch. 

      When he stops, stars are sparkling in my eyes. 

      “Did you think we would stay in this wretched town forever?” he snarls. “Eve, you and I are going to rule the world. Not just Phoenix Falls. The World.”

      “But the S.D.B.—”

      The King opens his mouth and laughs. A swarm of black flies spring from it and surge up toward the swirling ceiling. He continues to laugh. Thunder rumbles through the sky and rocks the mansion. Lightning crackles. Darkness, and death, and evil vibrate inside me. 

      “They are children,” he says. “Their defenses cannot stop me.”

      I frown, and he catches it. 

      Grabbing me hard this time, squeezing my throat so my head becomes fuzzy and my breath shallow. “When the beasts are hungry enough. When my demon kin are so desperate for human blood they are ready to turn on one another; that’s when we will break free.” He stares into my soul, filling it with daggers of ice. “Not long now, Eve. Not long now.”
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        TANNER

      

      

      Kole is sleeping. The only thing that seems to settle the ache inside him is sleep. Thankfully, Rev and I mixed up a serum that knocks him out pretty fast.

      He’s in the bedroom, Rev’s bedroom, but we left the door ajar. 

      “You don’t trust him?” Luther asks, handing me a mug of coffee. I look at his hand. He’s holding a coffee cup too, but his is laced with whiskey.

      “When he’s like this, I don’t think he can trust himself.” I look toward the darkening window. Sam has been gone for hours. He snuck out when we were restraining Kole. “It’ll be dark soon,” I say, turning to glance at Rev.

      She nods and moves to the window, pulling down the blinds then dimming the lights. She checks her watch. “We’ll give Sam until sunset, but then I’m locking the door,” she says. 

      Ironically, while demons can walk straight through our shields and barriers, they find doors a little trickier.

      “If Mack were here, he might know what’s different about the S.D.B.’s spell,” I say as I wrap my hands around my mug. “The demons can’t cross it. They can’t get out of town.”

      Rev looks at Luther, but he shrugs and takes a long sip of his drink. “Don’t ask me,” he says. “I’ve been through every spell in my arsenal. Licensed and unlicensed. None of them work. We saw that last night.” He rubs his arm. It’s still angry and red from where a Farquuze demon tried to claw its way into the building. If Sarah hadn’t remembered they hate salt, we’d have all been demon food before the night was out. Sadly for Luther, in order to prevent the wound becoming infected, we had to enact the literal definition of rubbing salt in the wound.

      “Could Mack have any spells you don’t? He was higher up in the Bureau, and he was sheriff,” Rev points out. 

      Luther shoots her a disgruntled stare. “Doubt it,” he snaps. “In fact, it wouldn’t surprise me if the S.D.B. hadn’t turned to their darker contacts to create this particular shield.”

      “You think they’re using dark magick?” Sarah asks. She’s sitting at the kitchen table, hands knitted together, brow furrowed. Every now and then, she casts a furtive glance at the door in case Sam is about to walk back in.

      “I can’t see how else they’d be keeping the demons in Phoenix Falls.” Luther rubs his palm over his closely shaved head. We’re all a little more disheveled than we were a few weeks ago. Not much time for a grooming routine when your town’s going to hell in a hand cart.

      “Do you think any escaped?” I ask, sitting down opposite Sarah and leaning onto my elbows. 

      “Oh, I’d say that’s a given,” Luther replies. “Took the S.D.B. almost twelve hours to get here after The Slice opened. Who knows how many demons escaped in that time.”

      The Slice is what we’ve not-so-affectionately named the giant hell-mouth that now splits Phoenix Falls in half. Part gaping crater, part portal to a hell dimension; it burns, blows smoke, groans, and gurgles during the day. And at night, the creatures climb forth.

      “We should start keeping a record,” Rev suggests. “Of the ones we encounter. Their characteristics. Their weaknesses. Sarah recognized the Farquuze demon, but I’ve seen ones that are totally alien. If it becomes a case of tracking them down after this—”

      Luther cuts Rev off with a loud vicious laugh. “You think there’s going to be an after?” he says, looking at us over his coffee cup. “The demons are already turning. They might have started off wanting human blood, but they’re so hungry now they’ll eat anything. So, either we’re eaten by demons, or the S.D.B. and the U.S. Army annihilate this place. Bomb us to hell—pardon the pun—and save the rest of the world.”

      “They wouldn’t do that,” Sarah says, shaking her head. “Would they?”

      Luther shrugs. “Not sure I give a fuck either way.” He downs the last of his alcohol-laced coffee then stalks toward the bedroom. “I need to sleep. I’ll share with the Viking.”

      “If he needs to be sedated again—” Rev says, raising her eyebrows.

      “I’ll give you a call.” Luther waves a dismissive hand at her and disappears into the bedroom, closing the door tight behind him.

      “Jerk,” Rev mutters. “Has he always been so…?”

      “Spiky?” I shake my head then push my hair back from my face. “Yep. For a few glorious weeks, when he finally admitted his feelings for Nova, he was different. Happy, almost. Without her…” I trail off. I’ve been trying to shut out my own feelings and everyone else’s. During the day, it’s easier. But when night falls, and The Slice purges itself of another enclave of demons, and evil quivers in the air—well, then it becomes impossible. Then I feel like I’ll go mad. Thoughts that aren’t my own haunt me. Fear solidifies in my belly and turns to rust in my veins. Terror scrapes my insides. 

      Rev is opening the fridge, looking for something—anything—edible when there’s a clattering sound in the stairwell. 

      We rush to the door. I put my arm out and tell Rev and Sarah to stay back. Sarah is holding her wand. Rev’s good hand is poised, but her bad hand hangs limp at her side.

      “Rev? Tanner?” Feet ascend the stairs. Fists pummel the door. “It’s me, it’s Sam.”

      Slowly, I pull back the door. Sam is alone. His face is flushed, and his hands are shaking. Sweat decorates his brow, and his hoodie is stained with it too. “We need your help.”

      “We?” Rev asks, crossing the room to stand at my side.

      “I found Mack,” Sam pants. “But I found something else, too.”

      He beckons for us to follow him. Leaving Sarah in the flat, Rev and I pound down the stairs after Sam. He heaves open the heavy door that leads to the street. 

      We blink into the hazy red light. Snow is standing in front of us, and he has a Hellhound in his jaws.
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        * * *

      

      “What the fuck?” I breathe as Snow drops the beast to the floor. Instead of running or trying to lash out, it simply lays there like a submissive puppy, breathing heavily.

      “Tanner…” Sam grabs my arm. “I think it’s Nico. Can you find him? Can you see if he’s in there?”

      The sun is dipping lower in the sky. I look up and down the street. “Not out here. Bring it into the building.”

      “Not my apartment,” Rev says, shaking her head.

      “Just the stairwell,” I promise her.

      Snow nudges the beast. It staggers to its feet and follows Sam inside. As we watch the scene unfold, Rev meets my eyes. What the hell is happening?

      The door closes with a thud. Rev stands on the second step, staring down at the Hellhound. It is sitting on its haunches, its bright red eyes following Sam as he moves. He beckons me over, and I kneel in front of it.

      Behind it, Snow takes up almost all the space there is. His fur is dirty, and matted, and there are blood stains on his paws. “Good to see you, buddy,” I tell him. 

      He huffs at me in reply.

      The hound reeks. Its smell fills my nostrils and makes me gag. “If it is Nico,” I mutter, “he needs a fucking bath.”

      “Tanner—” Sam’s voice brims with desperation. 

      “Okay,” I tell him, squaring up to the beast. Looking into its eyes, I open my mind. A flash of darkness pummels the back of my brain. I see a series of images. None of them makes any sense. I feel pain, and then I hear it. Sam. Brother. Sam. Saved Sam. Saved brother. Brother lived. Nico died. Brother left. Nico stayed. Brother lived. Nico died.

      The words circle round and round in my head. I grip my temples and fall back onto my heels. Then I reach for the banister and pull myself to my feet. I meet Sam’s eyes. He searches my face, his features practically pleading with me for an answer. 

      “You’re right,” I whisper. “It’s Nico. He’s in there.”
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        KOLE

      

      

      I wake groggy. Luther is snoring in the bed next to me, his big sockless feet up near my head. 

      Fuck knows why he thinks we need to top and tail when we’ve seen each other naked more times than I can count, and done plenty more than sleep.

      He’s drunk. He only ever snores when he’s consumed enough alcohol to knock him out cold. 

      For a moment, I’m so distracted by the fact he’s drooling onto the quilt that I forget why we’re both here in Rev’s bedroom instead of back at the cabin, or at the mansion, with Nova.

      As her name drops like acid into my head, I groan and sit up. I agreed to Rev’s potion. I needed it. I needed not to have to fight The Hunger as well as everything else that’s churning inside me.

      I don’t know if my grief is what’s magnifying it or if it’s the evil, congealed air around us, or the fact that the sky is laced with Nova’s blood.

      Whatever is doing it, The Hunger is stronger than it has ever been. Stronger than when I was at the height of my addiction. Stronger than my darkest days in England. The only thing stopping me from losing myself completely is that there are no humans—or dealers—nearby.

      I lean onto my knees and breathe heavily. When I stand up and catch my dark reflection in the mirror opposite the bed, I stop and peer at it. 

      The veins are back. They haven’t faded. In fact, they might have grown darker. I pull my hair back and fasten it at the back of my neck, then pull one of Rev’s spare guy-sized hoodies over my black tee. 

      When I emerge in the living room, Sarah is the only one here. I blink into the dim light. She turns and shakes her head. She’s holding her wand.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, clocking the discarded mugs of coffee on the table. 

      “Sam came back. He said he’d found Mack and that he needed Tanner and Rev to help him.” She glances at the clock. “That was a few minutes ago. I heard them in the stairwell, but they haven’t come back yet.”

      “I’ll find them.” I stride toward the door but, before I reach it, I hear voices. 

      The door swings open, and Mack strides in. Butt-naked and filthy as fuck. 

      His beard and hair are longer than I’ve ever seen them. His skin is carrying a thick layer of dirt. “Professor?” I pull him in for a hug and slap his bare back. “Where the hell have you been, Rhone?”

      Hearing his name on my lips, Mack blinks up at me. “We’ll discuss it later,” he says, pulling out of my embrace. “Right now, we have a bigger problem.”

      He steps aside to reveal Sam and Tanner. They’re backing into the apartment, waving their arms like they’re trying to beckon a frightened cat inside with them.

      I step around Mack, and almost fall into the wall when I realize it’s not a cat they’re trying to coax inside.

      I open my mouth to yell but Mack grabs my arm and squeezes it tight. “It’s Nico,” he says without meeting my eyes “Sam and Tanner believe it’s Nico.”

      Finally, the beast is inside. 

      Rev follows, skirting toward me, pressed to the wall. 

      At the table, Sarah slowly stands up and backs away. When she and Rev are standing either side of me, Tanner closes the door. 

      The huge, salivating, ugly beast stands in Rev’s kitchen quivering. It’s looking at us like we’re the vets on a fucking animal hospital TV show.

      Tanner gestures to its foot. “He’s hurt.”

      “I’ll fetch some warm water and bandages,” Rev murmurs.

      “Are you serious?” I boom, and the beast flinches. I try to lower my voice and clear my throat. “Tanner, we can’t have that thing here. What are you thinking?”

      “It’s not a thing,” Sam says, putting his hand on the Hellhound’s flat bony head. “It’s Nico.”

      “I looked into its mind,” Tanner says, walking over to me. “I don’t know how, but I think Sam’s right. I think he made it out when the portal opened.”

      “And it turned him into one of those?” I ask, bracing my hands behind my head and letting my elbows jut out sideways.

      “Or The King turned him before the ascension,” Mack says, holding out his hand as Rev returns to the room holding both bandages and clothes.

      After he’s pulled on a customary pair of gray sweats—the ones Rev keeps in stock because he goes through so hell-damned many of them—he looks a little more like himself. 

      He moves to the couch and sits down. I follow him, glancing at where Rev is helping Sam and Tanner bandage the beast’s foot.

      “You really think that’s Nico?” I ask.

      Mack looks at me, takes in the veins on my face, and purses his lips. “If Tanner says so,” he replies.

      “Can he shift? Like a were?” 

      “I don’t know, Kole.” Mack rubs his palm over his face. “I found it in the woods. I was going to kill it but Sam told me not to.” He glances at the door. “I should go.”

      “No.” I put my hand on his thigh. “You’re here now, Baloo. You should stay.”

      “I don’t know if I can, Kole.”

      “You have to.” I swallow hard, then say quietly, “Rhone, we need you. I need you. I’m—”

      “I know. You’re all kinds of fucked up right now, Kole, but so am I. And I don’t think I can carry the four of you as well as myself.”

      “He’s seizing!” Tanner yells. 

      Mack and I jump to our feet. By the time we’ve crossed the room, the Hellhound is gone.

      In its place is the unmistakable body of Nico Varlac.
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        * * *

      

      Nico doesn’t speak. The first person he looks at is Rev. She’s the one holding a warm cloth and a bandage. He looks at his hand. An angry red gash slices across the center of his palm.

      “Nico?” Sam dips his head to meet his brother’s eyes. “It’s me, Sam.”

      “Sam returned. Nico stayed.” Nico’s eyes dart around the room then return to Rev. “Beautiful. Beautiful angel,” he mutters.

      Rev’s forehead twitches, but she doesn’t frown at him. She tilts her head, then gently takes his hand, and says, “Can I help you? Is it okay if I help you?”

      Nico nods and shudders. He lets Rev lead him to the table and guide him into one of the chairs. His clothes are rags, hanging off him in strips. 

      Quietly, as she places his hand palm-up on the table and begins to dab the wound, she says, “One of you, go to the bedroom. There are spare clothes in the closet. Take them to the bathroom for him. He’ll want a shower and to get freshened up.” She looks over her shoulder. “You might, too, Rhone.”

      Mack doesn’t reply. He’s studying Nico intently. 

      “Nico?” Sam tries again, sliding into a seat next to his brother and putting a firm hand on his shoulder. “Do you remember? We were together. You saved me.”

      “Nico stayed. Sam returned. Nico turned. Sam remained.”

      Sam looks at Tanner. “He’s not making any sense. What’s wrong with him?”

      “Shock, trauma, maybe more than that,” Tanner says softly. “But he remembers you. He found you. Give him a chance to—”

      Mid-sentence, Tanner is cut off by a loud clattering sound. Sarah has dropped her wand. She fumbles to pick it up. 

      When I look back at Nico, he is no longer on his chair; he is cowering beneath the table. Tears stream down his cheeks and he rocks back and forth, hugging his knees. Gently, Rev crouches in front of him. She reaches out her injured hand and shows it to him. “I got hurt, too,” she says. “Tanner helped me. Now, you need to let me help you.” She meets his eyes. Nico nods, and crawls toward her.

      When he’s on his feet again, Rev guides him in the direction of the bathroom. “Give us some space for a moment,” she says.

      “Rev? Are you sure that’s a good idea? We don’t know what he’s capable of.” Mack moves in her direction, but she puts up a hand to stop him. 

      “He’s scared. Like the rest of us. He won’t hurt me.” And then she disappears into the bathroom and closes the door.

      Tanner breathes out hard and shakes his arms at his sides. “Well,” he says, “looks like the gang is back together.” He smiles at Mack, but the professor simply stalks back to the couch and sits down. There’s a clinking sound and, instinctively, he pulls one of Luther’s hidden whiskey bottles from the floor beneath him. He holds it up, unscrews the cap, and takes a long swig.

      “There is no gang anymore, Tanner,” he says, cradling the bottle. “Nova was the glue that held us together. She’s gone. Come morning, I will be too.”
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        LUTHER

      

      

      I feel like I got run over by a freight train. Thinking of trains reminds me of Nova, and then the sensation doubles. I sit up and look at the empty space in the bed next to me. Last night, when I passed out, Kole’s Viking-sized body filled it. Now, he is gone.

      I toss the sheet to the floor—it’s freezing cold no matter how many sheets or blankets we use—and stumble to the window. 

      No new signs of carnage down below. The bar is in view. Its sign—The Solar Cross—now hangs lopsided, and the windows are boarded up. But Rev is pretty sure she’s seen demons going in there.

      Wouldn’t surprise me if Pete had decided alcohol was his ticket to a demon-friendly existence.

      I need to shower. I think the last time I bothered was three or four days ago; getting near the bathroom when you’re sharing it with five other people is a rarity. I also need a drink. I’m aware it’s getting out of control, but—honestly—I don’t care enough to stop. 

      Why not drink myself into oblivion? That’s where we’re all headed anyway; might as well feel not quite so crappy while we’re travelling there.

      In the living room, I find Tanner in his customary spot on the couch. Rev and Sarah are, presumably, in her room and… “Mack?” In the armchair, the professor is staring out of the window. He looks over when he hears my voice and rises slowly. “Thank the stars.” I pace over and pull him into a firm hug. I slap his back, but he stands stiffly in my arms until I let go.

      “Luther,” he says. 

      “You’re back? When did this happen?”

      “You were sleeping,” he says. “Must have passed out pretty hard to have missed all the commotion.”

      “Commotion?”

      Before Mack can answer me, the bathroom door opens. Sam steps out, but he’s looking behind him. “Feel better?” he asks.

      Who’s he talking to? Kole?

      I step sideways so I can see, then breathe, “Holy shit,” because Nico Fucking Varlac is standing in Rev’s bathroom, wrapped in a towel, and looking confused as all heck.

      “Turns out, Nico returned from hell just like Sam,” Mack says.

      “Except, unlike Sam,” Tanner has opened his eyes and is slowly sitting up on the couch, “Nico came back as a were-hound.”

      “A were-what?” 

      “He doesn’t shift into a wolf anymore,” Sam says, guiding Nico to the kitchen table like he’s a lost child. He glances at me, then adds quietly, “He shifts into a Hellhound.”

      I lean on the doorframe. The bathroom door is open, and steam billows softly out into the room. It smells of Tanner’s over-scented shower gel. I open my mouth, then close it; just when I thought things couldn’t get any more screwed up, the one person I had absolutely no desire to see again pops up like a bad penny. A bad penny who can now turn into a frigging hell beast in his spare time.

      Abandoning the bathroom idea, I stalk to the kitchen, giving Nico as wide a berth as I can, and slam the kettle onto the stove. “Well, great,” I mutter. “No, seriously, this is great.”

      Sam pats Nico’s shoulder and walks over to me. His eyes flash like Mack’s do when he’s pissed, and he stands with his chest close to mine. “He’s my brother, Luther. When it counted, he came through for us. He sacrificed himself for me.”

      “And that’s all very admirable, but you’re telling me he’s now half-demon and if that’s true—”

      “It’s true. We saw it with our own eyes,” Mack says, still not moving from his chair.

      “Then, surely, you can see we’re playing with fire here?”

      “Is that a pun?” Sam asks, looking pointedly at my hands, which have started to smoke as frustration builds inside me.

      “No,” I tell him. “It’s not—”

      “Where’s Kole?” Tanner’s voice makes me look round. He emerges from the bedroom Kole and I shared, and stares at me. “Luther? Where is he?”

      “How the hell should I know? He was gone when I woke up.”

      Tanner pushes the door back to expose the empty bed. “Okay, well, unless he’s bunked up with Rev and Sarah, we’ve got a problem.”

      “Why a problem?” Finally, Mack gets up.

      Tanner shoots him a frustrated stare. “Because since The Split opened, he’s been so hungry for F.H.B. we’ve been sedating him.”

      “Sedating him?” Mack looks from Tanner to me.

      I nod solemnly. “When it gets too bad and we can’t control him, yes. He asked us to.” 

      The kettle starts to whistle, so I pull it from the stove and deposit it in the metal sink. “We should go look for him,” I tell Tanner.

      Tanner is already pulling his sneakers from beneath the couch. “Mack?” he asks, sitting down to put them on. “You coming?”

      There’s a long moment of tension, in which Mack simply rubs his overgrown beard. Finally, he says, “Yes, I’m coming.”
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        * * *

      

      Outside, the air is thick, humid, and metallic. “I didn’t realize it was so bad,” Mack says as we cross the street.

      “You haven’t been here,” I reply, “why would you?”

      He bites the inside of his cheek. “Luther, I couldn’t—”

      “We’ll talk about it another time. Right now, we need to focus on Kole. If he gets his hands on some F.H.B., I’m not sure we’ll bring him back this time.”

      “Not sure he’d want to come back, you mean?” Tanner asks, a grayness filling his usually bright features.

      I pull my hood up over my head. No hair means no spending money on shampoo, but it also means being cold as a penguin’s ass when the temperature drops. 

      “Where would a mage who needs an F.H.B. kick go in a town full of demons to get his fix?” I ask, looking up and down the street. 

      Over the years, Mack and I successfully cleared most dealers out of town, but there are still some less salubrious areas where he could get lucky. “The houses around Mortis Street are where we busted that gang of French vamps last year,” I say to Mack.

      He pushes his fingers through his hair. It’s crazy long. He looks like a homeless Santa. “Have there been many demons about during the day?” 

      “Not that we’ve encountered, although they’re getting hungrier. They might start venturing out.” I flex my fingers and bring fire into my palm. “We should be ready, just in case.”

      “Guys, before we go all the way across town,” Tanner says, his nose wrinkling as he thinks, “there’s somewhere a little closer we should try.”

      He turns and points up at the wonky Solar Cross signage. “Wouldn’t you say Pete is the kind of vamp who’d know where to get F.H.B.?”

      “And be willing to supply it,” Mack adds.

      I nod at them both. “You two go round back, I’ll take the front.”

      As Tanner and Mack move out of view into the parking lot where they can access the rear entrance of the building, I try the front door. 

      Unsurprisingly, it’s not locked. It swings open gently, without a creak, and allows me to pad quietly inside. Pressing myself against the wall just inside the entrance, I strain my ears. There’s a clattering sound in the kitchen. Voices are being raised. 

      Kole. That’s Kole.

      As I watch from my hiding place, the doors to the kitchen swing violently open and Pete stumbles through them. With force, his back meets the edge of the bar, and he yelps.

      Kole is towering in front of him. He grabs a chunk of Pete’s hair in his fist, and stares down into his pale, terrified face. “You drugged me, you handed me over to the League, and then you stole my bar right from under me,” he hollers. “The least you can do is share your supply.”

      Pete is wincing. He scratches at Kole’s fingers, trying to pry them away from his scalp.

      I glance at the door that leads to the hallway past Kole’s office. A shadow moves across it. Tanner and Mack are watching too.

      “All right,” Pete croaks. “All right, I’ll share.”

      Kole releases his grip and stands back. He’s breathing heavily and his pupils are twitching strangely. The veins on the side of his neck pulse. He extends his hand and flexes his fingers.

      Pete turns and begins to fumble beneath the bar. He pulls out a small wooden box. When he opens it, he takes out a vial. “I found this in your office. It’s all I have left. The demons cleared me out of the rest.”

      “You’re selling to demons?” Kole spits, his eyes transfixed on the bottle.

      Shrugging, Pete says, “A vamp’s got to do what a vamp’s got to do.”

      Kole unscrews the top of the vial.

      Pete’s tongue darts out to moisten his lips. “Want to share?” he asks. “For old time’s sake?”

      Kole ignores him. He’s about to raise the vial to his mouth when a gust of wind blasts through the bar, knocking it to the floor. 

      The glass breaks, and the blood spills out. 

      Kole roars, but Pete has already dropped to the floor and is licking it from the sticky, dirt encrusted floorboards. Kole grabs him by the neck and hurls him across the room. 

      Mack throws another blast of air at him. It knocks him onto his ass and, before he can get up, Tanner has hurled himself at Kole’s chest and is dropping Rev’s potion into his mouth.

      Kole throws Tanner off, sending him smashing into the side of the bar. By the time Tanner rights himself, Kole is staggering to his feet. Like a drunk giant, he falls into a nearby chair and hangs his head in his hands. “What the fuck am I doing?” he mutters. When he looks up, his eyes are black pools filled with thick, inky tears. “How do I make it stop?”
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      We leave Pete unconscious in the bar and help Kole back to Rev’s. Getting him up the stairs to the apartment is a feat in itself. Six-foot-seven, and floppy from Rev’s drugs, it’s like moving a tree or a mountain.

      When we stumble in the door, Sam and the others are waiting for us. We deposit Kole on the couch and give him coffee to counteract the potion. Tanner opens the freezer, takes out a bag of peas, and holds it to the bruise which is forming on the side of his head.

      Standing at the stove, refilling the kettle, Rev’s shoulders are shaking. I put my hand on her back and she turns to me with watery eyes. “I hate seeing you all like this,” she whispers. “So broken. So sad.” She squeezes my arm and looks deep into my face. “You need to let go of Nova. You need to say goodbye to her, properly, or you’ll never survive this, Mack.”

      “We—”

      Rev cuts me off, walking to the middle of the room and looking at each of us in turn. “I know you’re praying Nova will come back. I know you still want to hope Kole was right, and that she’ll walk back into your lives and make all this go away.” She waves at the window and the hazy red sky it frames. “I want that too, but you can’t live in limbo. You can’t exist like this, and she wouldn’t want you to.” Rev folds her arms and hugs her own waist. “So, please, the five of you, do something. Hold a ceremony. Honor your love for her. Talk about her. Then let her go.”

      Silence descends. Nico looks confused, like he has no clue who Nova is or what we’re talking about. Sarah sniffs and wipes her cheeks. 

      “She’s right.” Kole is the first to speak. His eyes still strangely wide, he manages to stand and leans on the arm of the couch. “We’re broken, and Nova wouldn’t want that for us.” He sighs a sigh so deep it makes me shudder, and unfastens his hair from its tie. “I don’t know if I got it wrong. I want to believe that if we hang on just a little longer, she’ll come back. But what if it’s longer? What if it’s a year? Five years? Twenty years? What if, when she does return, there’s nothing for her to return to because we’ve destroyed ourselves.” He swallows hard and smooths his hand over his long dark beard. “She survived so much, and she never broke. So, we need to survive this for her.”

      It’s probably the most Kole has ever said, and the effort of it makes him sit down again. He picks up his coffee mug and stares into it but doesn’t drink. “We should go to the falls today,” he says. “We should honor her like we did when we gave her our rings and pledged our lives to her.”

      Tanner sits down next to him and puts his arm around Kole’s shoulders. He looks up at me and raises his eyebrows. Luther and Sam are looking at me too. Snow growls. Not a growl of anger, but a growl of pain and anguish. 

      “I agree.” I touch the bottom of my throat, the spot where Nova’s ring rests against my skin, still hanging on the same pendant I’ve worn since she disappeared. “I’m not sure I can do what Rev said. I’m not sure I can let go of her. But I can honor her. She deserves that. She doesn’t deserve to melt away and leave nothing but pain in her wake. She deserves to be remembered; celebrated.”
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        * * *

      

      We arrive at the falls just before midday. Sam wasn’t sure about leaving Nico with Rev but having him here with us—for this—was not an option.

      With the sky so red and sullen, I expected the lake to be the same but, somehow, it remains blue. As if it’s reflecting itself, not the sky.

      Tanner walks over to it and trails his fingers in the water. “She’s warm,” he whispers. “Everything else is so cold, but the water is warm.”

      Luther throws a bundle of fire onto the sand, and we watch it ignite into a large bonfire. He frowns at it, then glances at me. “So’s this,” he says. “At Rev’s, my heat was useless. Here, it feels the way it should.” He extends his palms, closing his eyes as the warmth lights his face.

      “How are we going to do this?” Sam asks. 

      Tanner steps forward. He looks at the ring he’s holding in his palm. “We could put them in the fire. Scatter the ashes—”

      “No,” Kole cuts him off. “No fire. I can’t sift through her ashes for a second time.”

      “Water then.” Tanner turns and looks out at the lake. “We had nothing but happy times in that lake. We whisper what we want her to know, then throw them into the water. They can rest there together until she returns. If she does—”

      “When she does,” corrects Sam.

      “Then I can retrieve them for her. They’ll be resting, but not gone.”

      Snow purrs a little. He likes that. Resting but not gone. “It’s a good idea, Tanner,” I say.

      The others nod. 

      “Okay then.” Tanner pads gently toward the water’s edge. We line up beside him, each clutching Nova’s rings. One for each mate. One for each finger. 

      “Not out loud,” Luther says gruffly. “Think your thoughts privately. We’ve shared a lot, but this should be private.” He taps his head. “When you’re ready, hold out your hand. When we’re all ready, we throw them in unison.”

      The rest of us nod in agreement.

      Turning my face to the muted sun, I run my fingers over the smooth wooden circle in my hand. I remember her face when I slipped it onto her finger. I remember how she felt in my arms, how her lips felt against mine, how her body fitted me so perfectly. I remember the first time I saw her, when she was dressed in Kole’s sweats. Tired, damp from her shower, but full of a light I’d never seen before. 

      I will never stop loving you, Little Star. 

      Snow releases a low-pitched hum.

      Neither of us will. We will carry you with us until the end of days.

      I keep my eyes closed for a while, breathing slowly, allowing memories of Nova to dance through my head. When I pry them open, I know I’m crying but I don’t try to stop. I hold out my hand and wait for the others to do the same. 

      When we are all ready, Tanner counts for us. 

      We pull back our arms and throw. The rings arch up into the sky and catch the light. They turn, spinning in the air. I send a gentle breeze to catch them and pull them closer, then Tanner sends a plume of slowly swirling water up to caress them and carry them down to the lake’s surface.

      They bob for a moment, side-by-side, then they disappear.
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      We stand for a long time watching the water. Not one of us seems able to turn away. Finally, Tanner looks in the direction of the caves. “Luther? Don’t suppose you left some whiskey in there did you?”

      “You don’t drink, kid,” Luther says teasingly.

      A calmness has settled over us. Perhaps it’s being away from the epicenter of the town. Perhaps it’s being close to where we were with Nova. Perhaps Rev was right and all we needed was some kind of ritual to help ease the torment in our souls. 

      Tanner allows himself to laugh a little. “I don’t drink often, but we’re supposed to be making this a celebration, aren’t we? Of Nova’s life? Of what she did for us? We can’t do that with water.”

      Luther pats him hard on the shoulder. “Sure, I can rustle something up,” he says.

      He’s part way down the beach, and the rest of us are gathering around the fire, when a small vibration rumbles beneath our feet.

      Another joins it, then another.

      I turn and look out at the lake. The color of the water has changed. Before, it was surprisingly blue, but now it has become red like the sky.

      No, not red… orange.

      Not orange… gold.

      I run to the water’s edge. Luther turns and sprints back down the beach. Sam is at my side. Kole and Tanner to my left. 

      The water begins to bubble. Steam rises from the surface up into the cold still air. Then the golden glow at the lake’s center starts to swirl. It becomes a whirlpool, moving so fast I can barely keep my eyes on it. Gold seeps from the whirlpool to fill the rest of the lake. It laps our toes but does not stain them. 

      Silence. 

      The falls have stopped moving. 

      There is an almighty rumble beneath our feet. The trees around the lake groan and tremble. Then light blasts out of the water. A beacon so bright we’re forced to stagger back, shielding our eyes. 

      Something hits my chest, hard and flaming hot. When I look down, Nova’s ring is back, hanging around my neck as if throwing it into the water was nothing but make-believe. I turn to the others. All four of them are doing the same thing as me—clutching a wooden ring that magickally found its way back to them.

      When I look back at the lake, the beacon of light stretches up into the sky. White, and gold, and orange. Then, suddenly, the light dies and the lake becomes still again. Blinking up at the sky, my vision slowly returns. 

      Something is up there. “A bird,” I whisper.

      A bird with wings that are bigger and brighter than anything I’ve ever seen.

      “Not just a bird.” Sam reaches for my hand. “A phoenix.”
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      I’m staring at a pair of glowing golden wings—with feathers of fire and an expanse that blots out the sun. Their brightness casts the figure in their midst in shadow but, even so, it does not look like the figure of a bird. To me, it looks like the unmistakable silhouette of a woman. 

      Our woman.

      “Nova,” Kole whispers, stumbling forward and dropping to his knees at the water’s edge.

      Sam is gripping Mack’s hand, or Mack is gripping Sam’s. Either way, they hold on to each other and stare as the winged creature moves slowly through the air, a tail of fire looping like a firework behind her.

      The wings stretch and the phoenix—because it is undoubtedly a phoenix we’re staring at—soars higher over the falls. Her glow annihilates the sickening red hue which has tainted the sky since that night at The Hollow.

      A small snatch of blue appears. White cloud. Yellow sun. Where a moment ago there was silence, the falls now roar back to life. Hope fills my heart. It’s an emotion so strong and so unfamiliar, I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. I am on the verge of doing both when the phoenix stops moving. Her wings fold inward. Her light flickers, then she falls.

      She plummets into the lake and disappears. 

      For a long second, I am rooted to the spot. Then I hurtle forward, striding into the water.

      I take a deep breath and slice through the surface of the lake. I dive, blinking into her murky depths. Ahead, I see a trail of sparks. I follow them and then I see her, floating but not sinking, and still nothing more than a silhouette in the gloom.

      When I reach her, I wrap my arms around her and rocket back to the surface. I daren’t look at her. I just loop her arms around my neck, so she’s resting on my back, and swim. She holds on. She is warm, and I can feel her breath on my skin. 

      She’s breathing. 

      I feel like my heart is going to stop. I need to see her face but I’m not sure I’m prepared for what it will do to me to see her again.

      I swim faster, desperate to get to the shore. When I reach it, I stop in the shallows and pull her round into my arms. I look down, and there she is. 

      “Nova…” Her hair is wet and clinging to her face. That face. Her face.

      I’m holding her too tightly. I know I am, but she doesn’t seem to care. She strokes my jawline and whispers, “Hey, stranger.”

      The sound of her voice forces a clot of laughter into my throat. Tears spring to my eyes as I press my forehead to hers. “Hey, yourself.”

      She cups my face in her hands and pulls my lips to hers. Slowly, gently, she runs her tongue along my lower lip then parts my mouth. When she kisses me, she releases a small mewing sound, which is so delightfully quiet it could almost be a sigh instead.

      I run my hands down her body. Flickers of electricity meet my palms as they skim her curves. 

      “You’re naked,” I tell her when we finally break our kiss, instantly kicking myself because, of all the things I could say right now, I’ve chosen to be pervy. 

      Nova doesn’t reply. She just scrapes her hands up through my sopping wet hair and smiles at me. 

      The smile does it. The smile and the fact her boobs are bobbing tantalizingly close to my chest. A pulse of arousal tugs at my balls. I try to ignore it, but flecks of orange flames dance in Nova’s eyes and she ducks her hands beneath the water. 

      “The others…” I can barely speak. Nova is unfastening my jeans.

      “Take me to them,” she whispers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NOVA

      

      

      I wake underwater. I can’t see or hear. It’s dark, and I feel it pressing down on my limbs, but I’m not afraid; I know even the mighty lake cannot pull me under.

      I wait, feeling the heartbeat of the falls pulse in my body. Then I feel him—Tanner. 

      He pulls me into his arms and drags me free. I want to see his face; I need to see his face, but he heaves me onto his back and swims like his life depends on it.

      On the shore, four stoic figures are watching us. I’d know them anywhere. But they look so broken. Kole is on his knees. Mack and Sam are holding each other up, and Luther is bracing his hands behind his head as if he’s watching something he can’t bear to look away from.

      When we reach the shallows, Tanner stops and pulls me round to face him. If I’d been gone a thousand years, I’d still know every inch of his beautiful face. He stares at me as if he can’t believe his eyes. 

      “Hey, stranger,” I whisper, surprised by the sound of my voice.

      “Hey, yourself.” He is dripping wet, but I know some of the droplets on his cheeks are tears rather than remnants of the lake.

      There are so many things I want to say to him; so many things I want to tell him. But words don’t seem enough, so I kiss him. 

      Small, cartwheeling fireworks break out on the surface of my skin the second his lips meet mine. My entire body wakes up. It is alive, and awake, and ready to feel again.

      “The others,” Tanner mutters.

      “Take me to them.” I meet his eyes. 

      He smiles a smile that dimples his cheeks, then nods. “Yes, ma’am.”

      With a flourish, he scoops me into his arms and carries me from the water like a groom carrying his bride over the threshold of their new home.

      When we reach the sand, he sets me down gently and stands behind me, hands on my hips as if he can’t bear to be physically parted from me. 

      Kole stumbles to his feet. Little Star… his voice fills me up. It surges through me and forces a blissful sigh from my lips. 

      My Viking. 

      I take a step toward him, but I don’t need to go any further because Kole closes the gap between us in one stride, slams his hands on the sides of my face, and kisses me. The force of his passion almost knocks me off my feet. Our mouths collide. He growls as he kisses me, his hungry hands roaming my body and leaving fire in their wake. 

      As if he needs my lips more than he needs air to breathe, he nibbles my lower lip then sucks it between his teeth. The sensation makes my knees wobble. 

      I don’t want to stop kissing him, but I need the others too, so I guide Kole’s lips away from mine and toward my throat. As he trails torturously slow kisses down my neck, Tanner returns to kiss my shoulders. 

      Kole clamps his mouth over my nipple. He looks up and meets my eyes, his tongue rolling over my soft pink bud. I nestle my fingers in his hair, which is loose over his shoulders, then realize someone is slowly running their hands up my calves.

      I look down to see Mack kneeling at my feet. He lifts my leg, smoothing his palms up and up until his fingers are torturously close to my core. 

      His fingertips graze the very tops of my inner thighs, then slide back down. 

      Leaning forward, while Kole continues to suck and nibble and lap at my breasts, Mack kisses the side of my knee. He swirls his tongue over my sensitive skin, then grazes me with his teeth. Tongue, teeth, tongue, teeth. A rhythm that reverberates up through my body and turns into electricity.

      Tanner is kneeling too now. He cups my ass, then smooths his hands over my hips. He parts my legs a little, but neither he nor Mack will touch my aching pussy.

      I search for Luther and Sam. They are watching, eyes dancing over the scene in front of them like they’re desperate to join us but waiting for an invitation. 

      I open my arms and beckon them to me. I kiss Sam first, then Luther. 

      Luther dips his head next to Kole’s, and the two of them work on my breasts in tandem. They exchange a look that sends a shiver of arousal down my spine; I’ve never seen them look at each other like that before.

      Still on his knees for me, Mack’s finger trails between my legs. I rock into it, then turn to Sam and tousle his thick, curly hair. 

      “I knew you’d come back,” he whispers before kissing me deeply. I’m looping my arms around his neck when I feel a second pair of lips join ours. I open my eyes to see Tanner and Sam pressing their lips together. I add mine to theirs, and the three of us explore each other’s mouths and tongues. 

      “Little Star…” Mack’s voice draws my eyes downward. 

      “Yes, Daddy,” I breathe, taking in his too-long hair and too-long beard, and wishing he was wearing a lot fewer clothes.

      “I’m going to make you come now. You might want to sit down.”

      The familiar strength in his voice makes me ache with arousal. My core flutters. Heat pools at the tops of my thighs, sending shocks skittering down my legs and into my toes. 

      As I sink to the ground, Tanner moves behind me. I kneel in front of Mack and stroke his disheveled beard. “I missed you, Daddy,” I whisper. 

      “First, I’m going to make you see stars,” he whispers back. “Then I’m going to spend the rest of my life making you understand how much I love you.”

      When he catches my eyes and his emotion mixes with his desire, flickering amber and black at the same time, I smile and kiss the bridge of his nose. The ring he gave me hangs on a piece of blue string around his neck. As I look at the others, I realize they are all wearing the same necklace. Kole couldn’t rescue me, but he rescued what was left so they could keep me close while I was gone.

      Mack sweeps my damp hair from my shoulders then nods at Tanner. “Lay back. Tanner will make you comfortable.”

      I do as he says. I relax into Tanner’s arms, then slide down so my head is resting on his thigh. 

      As Mack’s tongue meets my clit, a cry of pleasure escapes my lips. With my mouth open, Tanner dips his finger into it. I swirl my tongue around him, aware his erection is growing harder as he finger-fucks my mouth.

      “Your mouth looks lonely,” I tell him, moving his hands to my breasts. 

      Tanner’s eyes sparkle. He searches for Sam and beckons him closer, barely hesitating before pulling Sam’s pants to the ground. 

      As Sam takes off his hoodie and shirt, Luther and Kole do the same. Pants too. Fully naked, they kneel either side of me. I reach for their cocks. One in each hand. 

      Sam mutters, “Holy stars,” then grabs the back of Tanner’s head and thrusts into his mouth. 

      I lean back, watching them. 

      Tanner attacks Sam’s dick hungrily. He runs his tongue along Sam’s shaft, licking the vein that runs from its base to just beneath the head. He takes Sam’s entire length in his mouth, then uses one hand to gently tug his balls and the other to pull him closer. 

      I hum with pleasure as Kole puts his large, firm hand around my neck, making me tear my gaze from Tanner and Sam to look at him instead.

      He doesn’t squeeze, just rests it there on my throat. The pressure drives me wild. I grind my hips and press into Mack’s waiting mouth.

      As Mack swirls his tongue in exquisite circles over my clit, I try to keep a rhythm with my hands; Kole in one, Luther in the other, both so different, but equally hard.

      While Kole is so thick my fingers barely meet around him, Luther is long and slender and deliciously decorated.

      The cool metal of his piercings meets my fiery palm. I’ve felt them inside me, but it was too long ago. I need him again. 

      “Luther, fuck me.” I meet his eyes and slide my hand up his torso. I pinch his nipple between my thumb and forefinger, and his eyes roll with pleasure. 

      He looks at Mack, who is already changing position so that Luther can take his place between my legs. 

      I bend my knees and hook them around Luther’s waist. He reaches down and gathers some of my wetness on his fingers, then rubs it over his shaft until it is glistening and ready to be inside me.

      He moves his thumb slowly over the piercing at the top of his dick, then he holds the base and guides his tip to my waiting cunt.

      Never breaking his gaze from mine, Luther eases into me. He adjusts my hips and his until my eyes widen. Then he smiles, knowing he’s found the spot he was looking for. 

      While Luther looks down at me, biting his lower lip as if he’s already struggling to contain his arousal, there’s a guttural cry from somewhere behind me. I look up and see Sam gripping the back of Tanner’s head. His orgasm looks almost painful, causing him to jerk and shudder as he shoots ropes of cum into Tanner’s mouth. 

      Tanner is about to let it dribble out of his mouth onto his chin when Kole says, “Stop.”

      Tanner frowns at him, his lips almost comically pressed shut. Kole pulls free from my grasp and stands up. 

      “She needs to be filled completely,” he growls, looking down at me. “Like we promised she would be.”

      I groan as Luther changes his rhythm and clasp my thighs tighter around him. 

      “Flip her over,” he says to Luther.

      Mack raises an eyebrow. His jaw twitches as he watches Luther slow down, panting. 

      Without nodding or asking why, Luther does as Kole says. I moan as his cock leaves me, but barely have time to think about how empty I feel because Mack is helping me to my feet—like he’s helping a princess into a carriage—and Luther is lying down on his back in the sand. 

      Holding my hand, Mack helps me lower myself back onto Luther’s cock. I sigh and rock as it fills me up once again.

      “Lean forward,” Mack says, “give Luther your nipples.”

      I follow his instructions and lean all the way forward. Luther lifts his head, then cups my breast and brings it to his mouth. Mack kneels beside us. 

      “Did you miss us, Little Star?” he whispers, stroking my hair from my face.

      I can barely speak. Waves of pleasure are building deep in my core. I nod breathlessly as I move up and down on Luther’s throbbing erection.

      “Do you want us to fill you up?” Mack meets my eyes.

      I feel Kole’s hands on my ass. He is stroking my cheeks, stretching them… a shudder of anticipation trickles down my spine. I manage to say, “Yes, please,” and then I feel something…

      I look over my shoulder to see Tanner dribbling Sam’s cum into the groove of my ass. Wiping his mouth, he grins. Holy stars, he’s going to use Sam’s cum to…

      Kole spreads my cheeks. Tanner’s finger traces my tight hole with gentle strokes. 

      “Have you ever…?” Luther asks, stroking my face as he rocks up into my pussy.

      I shake my head, both terrified and desperate to be filled—truly filled—by two of my boyfriends at the same time.

      “Tanner will be gentle,” Mack murmurs, kissing my neck and sliding his hand between me and Luther so he can play with my clit.

      The position looks awkward as fuck for his arm, but it feels so good I can’t find it in myself to stop him. I press down onto Mack’s hand, Luther still deep inside me.

      “I’m ready,” I breathe, wriggling my ass a little.

      “Not quite yet,” Tanner replies softly. “I want to make sure you’re okay.” He dips his head and kisses my shoulder, then slowly pushes one finger into my tight, primed hole. 

      At first, I tense, but as he eases deeper and Mack increases the pressure on my clit, I feel myself start to relax. 

      “Good girl,” Mack hums. “Ready for another?”

      I nod, bracing my hands on the sand either side of Luther’s shoulders. 

      With Kole still parting my cheeks for Tanner, Sam kneels on the other side of me and gently kisses my back. 

      Tanner pushes a second finger inside me. I mutter, “Fuck,” and warmth scrapes my insides. “Fuck me, Tanner.” I need to come so badly I feel like I’m going to explode, but I can’t. Not until he and Luther are both inside me at the same time.

      “Please,” I whisper. “Please, Tanner.”

      As if he’s trying to sooth me, Mack strokes my face, but I reach for his pants and pull them down. He’s taken his hand from my pussy, but I don’t care. Sam’s replaces it. As Mack’s cock springs free, Sam begins to strum my clit.

      Luther stops fucking me. He lies perfectly still, hands braced on my hips. 

      At the exact moment I take Mack in my mouth and start to suck, Tanner finally does it. He replaces his fingers with his cock, and it feels so different. It’s hot, and tight, and like I’m going to break wide open, but then the sensation changes into something else. A fullness I’ve never felt before. A warmth that makes me giddy.

      Slowly and gently, Tanner fucks my ass while Luther thrusts up into my pussy. 

      They take a moment to find their rhythm but, holy stars, when they do, I can barely see straight.
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      Nova is sitting on Luther’s cock. Sam is playing with her clit, almost having his hand crushed every time she grinds down onto it, and Mack is thrusting into her waiting mouth. He’s doing it slowly, trying to delay his inevitable orgasm. Now and then, he glances down at Sam and another groan escapes his lips.

      I position myself behind Tanner. He’s kneeling on one leg, his cock buried in Nova’s ass. I reach beneath him and tug his balls. It makes him jerk forward, but then he looks back at me and says, “What are you waiting for, Sir?”

      It feels like it’s been a lifetime since he called me that. After Nova appeared in our lives, it didn’t feel like something we needed anymore, but this? This feels right.

      Me fucking him while he fucks her? I know for a fact we’ve both dreamed about that.

      I don’t lube up, just spit on Tanner’s ass, and make sure I’m extra gentle as I ease into him. 

      I match the rhythm he’s using to fuck Nova and growl in his ear, “Make her come for me. Make our Little Star come.”

      Tanner tightens his hold on Nova’s hips, his fingers dimpling her perfect ass. 

      Sparks start to flutter on her skin. The sky is darkening, and the evidence of her arousal drifts up into the grayness like fireflies.

      For just a split second, she takes Mack out of her mouth so she can murmur, “Come for me, Daddy.” Then she plunges it back onto him. 

      He grabs her head, gripping it tight. He holds her mouth still and his entire body convulses. Nova hums with pleasure as his cum drips from her mouth. She’s about to wipe it from her chin when Sam sits up, hand still between her legs, and licks it from her.

      Mack’s eyes widen, so do Nova’s. 

      Sam licks every inch of the professor’s cum from Nova’s lips, then kisses her deeply. 

      Breathless, she mutters, “Holy hell,” and pulls Luther’s hands to her nipples. Her skin is flushed. Her entire body is blushing and glowing. 

      Hunger pulses in my ears, but when I feel Tanner tense around my cock, and realize he’s coming in Nova’s most private place, the Hunger disappears. It’s replaced with something else—a rumbling, thunderous orgasm. 

      I want to wait for Nova, but I can’t. As Tanner slides out of her, I pull him back onto my shaft. I wrap my arms around his torso and hold him tight against me as I come.

      My body trembling, unable to move, I hold Tanner against my chest while we watch Sam and Luther finally bring Nova to the precipice of her climax.

      She cries out, pulling Luther into a sitting position so she can kiss him. 

      Sam takes his hand away and watches as Nova wraps her arms around Luther’s neck and her legs around his waist. She clings to him as if she’s lost at sea and he’s her lifeboat.

      Luther comes quietly, holding her tight, then slips his hand between them and teases her orgasm free. He stares at her as she shudders, every inch of her body trembling.

      When she goes limp in his arms, he kisses the groove between her shoulder and her neck, then her ear, then her forehead.

      Heat comes off the pair of them in waves. It shakes the air around them and warms the sand beneath my knees. 

      When Nova finally raises her head from Luther’s shoulder, she looks around at the rest of us, then starts to laugh. She shakes her head, so her hair cascades down her back, then says, “Well, boys, it looks like I’m finally back.”
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      Mack pulls me into his arms with such force I’m almost certain he’s ready for round two. Instead, he just wraps his arms around me—a literal bear hug—and I hear a familiar animalistic growl as he kisses my neck. 

      His body relaxes as I curve into it, but he’s still holding me tight. “Little Star,” he whispers. “You’re so warm.”

      I look down at my body, flushed and peppered with the indentations of fingers and mouths and teeth that tell the story of what the six of us just did together. There was a time when I’d have been embarrassed to be lying here like this; exposed and vulnerable. But now all I feel is pride and contentment. 

      “Everything is how it was supposed to be,” I murmur, slotting my fingers between Mack’s. “I missed you, Daddy.”

      Mack breathes out forcefully. I turn my face up to look at him and toy with his unruly beard. His eyes look watery.

      “Are you okay?”

      “We missed you too.” Sam has pulled on his pants and is crouched next to me with his hand on my knee. “It’s been hard.”

      Kole leans over and offers me his hoodie. I sit up to pull it on, then tuck it under my butt so it comes down to the middle of my thighs.

      Assessing their faces, my contentment wavers a little. They are different, somehow. Like sadness is tainting their smiles, breaking through the happiness. Sitting up, I rub my shins.

      “How long has it been?” I look from Kole to Luther. Just behind them, Tanner is standing at the water’s edge, breathing slowly, and staring out at the middle of the lake. “Kole, how long was I gone?”

      Kole’s eyes dart almost imperceptibly toward the sky. I follow them and immediately spring to my feet. It is red… blood-red. There is a snatch of blue just above the lake, but the redness is seeping toward it. Large, heavy, blood-swollen clouds moving in to obscure the sun.

      “A little over three weeks,” Kole replies. 

      The others are all dressed now. Mack rubs his beard and pats Sam’s shoulder. “A lot happened while you were gone, Nova.”

      “I can see that.” I tilt my head and turn in a slow circle. As the lightness and joy of our reunion settles, reality creeps back in and I notice it—darkness, death, oblivion—quivering in the air. I breathe out slowly and shake my head. 

      Kole takes my hands, stroking the insides of my wrists. It happened. As he stares into my eyes, his voice fills my head. He returned. Without you, we couldn’t stop him.

      A sad smile twitches on my lips. “I know.” I bring his knuckles to my mouth and kiss them. “I’m sorry I couldn’t come back sooner.”

      “You know?” Luther finally speaks. He’s been watching me as if he can’t quite believe I’m real, but now he’s frowning. 

      The familiar grumpy expression on his face makes me laugh at him. “Yes, I know, Luther.”

      “How? Where were you, Nova?” He takes a step forward then stops and gestures to the sky. “What was that? We saw… wings.”

      “I’ll explain everything,” I promise him. “But it won’t be long now until the sun sets. We should leave the lake before night fall.”

      Over by the water, Tanner still hasn’t turned to look at me. I let go of Kole’s hand and walk to him. Gently, I wrap my hands around his waist and press my cheek to his muscular back. “It’s going to be okay,” I tell him. “I’m back. Everything will be okay.”

      Tanner presses his palm to the top of my hands. He lets it rest there for a moment, then finally turns around and cups my face.

      “It’s all right,” I tell him. “You can check.”

      “Check what?” Luther looks like he’s going to try to separate us.

      I keep Tanner’s gaze as I answer. “Tanner needs to check that I’m me. That I didn’t bring something back with me like Sam did.”

      “Of course, it’s her.” Luther tugs Tanner’s arm, but he keeps a gentle hold on my face.

      “We need to be certain,” Tanner says quietly, his eyes swimming with emotion; his, mine, Luther’s.

      Sensing that Luther’s about to try a second time to pull Tanner away from me, I blink, and a circle of flames envelops us. Luther jumps back. 

      “It’s okay,” I tell Tanner. “I’ll let you in. I won’t resist.” 

      He nods at me, then presses his forehead to mine and moves his fingertips to my temples. He presses hard against my skull. He mutters the incantation he used when he did this exact same thing with Sam. As I close my eyes, Tanner’s presence trickles into my mind. It’s a strange sensation, and it makes me wonder if this is what it’s like for Mack to have Snow inside his head with him. Tanner searches every corner of my mind, and I let him. 

      I show him everything.

      When he breaks contact and stumbles back, he’s panting. His eyes are wide, but his pupils are tiny, and his irises are twice their normal size. Twice as bright, too. “Nova…” he breathes. 

      I let the flames die down. The others are gathered around us in a circle. 

      “Well?” Luther asks, grabbing Tanner’s elbow.

      For a moment, Tanner is lost for words. I smile at him, trying to show that he can be happy now.

      “Tanner?” Luther pulls his arm, forcing Tanner to look at him.

      “It’s her,” Tanner says, still not taking his eyes from me. “It’s our Nova.”

      Luther’s body remains tense for less than a second before he lets Tanner go, grabs me by the waist, and spins me around. When he lowers me to the ground and winds his fingers into the hair at the back of my neck, he mutters, “Supernova,” then takes a strand of my hair between his fingers. It’s damp and peppered with tiny grains of sand from the beach. “Let me dry you off,” he says. “Can’t have you catching a cold.”

      With a wave of his hand, my hair is dry. Still carrying too much sand, and hanging in scruffy waves around my shoulders, but dry and warm.

      “Your hair,” Luther whispers. He looks at the others, then back at me. “It’s not silver anymore. It’s bright like copper.”

      I smile at him and tilt my head, then reply, “Of course it is. Whoever heard of a silver phoenix?”
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      While Luther runs to the cave to fetch the clothes Nova left there, the rest of us stand in awed silence. I have so many questions I don’t know which one to ask first. She’s the same, but also different. There is something about the way she’s speaking and carrying herself, as if she’s now the one who knows—without a shadow of doubt—that everything will be okay.

      “This is how I remember you,” I whisper, kissing the crown of her head. “With your hair like this. When we were kids.”

      She tucks herself under my chin and rests her head on my chest. “Thank you,” she says. When I frown, she adds, “for always believing you’d see me again.”

      I don’t know if she’s talking about the years we were separated or what’s happened over the last few weeks. I assume it’s the first because how could she possibly know what happened while she was gone? 

      “Here.” Luther is carrying the pack Nova brought when we left the cabin for the caves. “There are some pants in there.” He hands it to her. “Although, I quite like the no-pants version of you, if I’m honest.”

      “Probably best if my modesty is covered when we arrive at Rev’s, though.” She fishes out her jeans and shimmies them over her rounded hips. 

      “How does she know we’ve been staying with Rev?” Luther mutters under his breath. 

      “That’s a conversation for when we’re safe inside.” Nova raises her eyebrows as she slings the pack over her shoulder. 

      She shouldn’t have been able to hear that. Should she? 

      Luther and I exchange a quizzical look.

      “I’m missing shoes.” Nova looks at her bare feet. “Never mind.” She waves at us, already starting toward the forest. “We should move. I can protect us if I have to, but it’s best if he doesn’t know I’m back. Not yet.”
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        * * *

      

      We’re approaching Main Street when Nova stops. She holds out her arms, causing Kole and Mack to bump into them. Tucking her hair behind her left ear, she says, “Did you hear that?”

      Both men look at each other. I sniff the air. I can’t smell anything. Mack is doing the same. 

      Slowly, Nova pivots on her heel and scans the alleyway. We’re in the cut through between the grocery store and Elements Cafe. A few doors down from Rev’s and opposite The Solar Cross.

      Nova beckons for us to follow her and moves quietly toward the end of the alley. The red sky is growing darker. For three weeks, there have been no stars, only blackness when night falls. 

      Nova stops, pressing herself against the wall, then glances each way down the street. 

      “It’s deserted,” Mack says. “There’s no one here.”

      But Nova is frowning. I follow her gaze to The Cross. “Someone needs our help,” she mutters. Then, so quickly I barely see her move, she’s gone. She’s in the middle of the street, then on the sidewalk on the other side. 

      The five of us follow her, but we’re slower than she is. By the time we’ve reached The Cross, Nova has gone inside.

      The bar is empty. Nova is standing in the middle of the room, her eyes flicking quickly over its corners and crevices. 

      “Nova?” Luther puts a firm hand on her shoulder. “There’s no one here.”

      She walks away from him without speaking. 

      She’s heading for a red curtain on the opposite side of the bar. Kole follows her while the rest of us wait. As Nova tucks her hand inside the curtain and moves it aside, I catch something in the air. Mack does too. “Demon,” we mutter in unison.

      At the same time, we both run for Nova, but she’s already pulling back the curtain and standing aside to let Kole unlock the door. With a wave of his hand—clearly, Pete was too dumb to get the locks changed—the door clunks open. Kole heaves it back. 

      At first, I’m not sure what I’m seeing. It doesn’t make sense inside my head. But when Nova screams, “Leave her alone!” I realize I’m watching a demon feeding on a human.

      The girl, who can’t be much older than eighteen, is lying motionless in a wooden chair. Her arms hang limp at her sides. Blood drips from her throat, and large flaps of skin expose the muscle and bone beneath them. 

      Nausea springs to my throat.

      The demon, who has horns—fucking horns—and the same stretched gray skin as the Hellhounds, licks its lips. It lifts a curled fingernail and picks a sliver of flesh from its teeth, then says something I don’t understand.

      Next to Nova, Kole is shaking. Black veins are visible on his hands and his neck. Luther and Mack pull him back while Tanner yells, “Nova, run.”

      Without looking at him, Nova flicks her fingers in the direction of the door and all four of us skid toward it like we’re moving through butter. When I try to run back into the room, an invisible barrier at the door stops me. We are stuck outside, and Nova is inside. With a flesh-eating demon.
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      I stand with my legs hip-width apart and flex my fingers at my sides. My mates’ energy comes in protective waves from behind me, but I push it back. 

      They need to see this, but they do not need to be part of it.

      “Is she dead?” I ask. The tongue I’m using is not from the human realm. It is something else, something long buried. I don’t know how I possess it, only that I do possess it. 

      The demon assesses me. It thrusts out its pelvis and squares its broad but jagged shoulders in a gesture of attempted dominance. “I paid for one hour with a human,” it says, tilting its head. “But I think I’d like an hour with you instead.” It steps closer. In the chair, the girl’s eyes flicker open. She is conscious, but only just. “What are you?” the demon barks. “You smell… not human, not witch, not vampire.” It licks its salivating lips. “What are you?”

      “I’m the one who’s going to kill you.” This time, I speak English. The demon cocks its head the other way, trying to interpret what I’ve said. Its right foot leaves the ground, just by a few millimeters. 

      Before it has even taken one full step, I have it in my grasp. My magick lifts it into the air like it’s suspended in ice. 

      It cannot move. The elements will not let it. 

      I leave it there while I walk over to the girl, lift her out of the chair, then pass her through the barrier to Tanner. Holding her in his arms, he looks at Kole. Mack and Luther are restraining him, but I know he won’t hurt her. You don’t need her, my Viking. You have me. 

      Kole’s eyes soften and the black veins subside as my voice fills him up. When I turn around, the demon is still hovering above the floor. “I almost forgot.” I click my fingers. At the same moment his body drops, it explodes from the inside out. 

      Chunks of demon flesh splatter the walls and the floor. Blood, cords of sinew, and broken bones congeal in a heap. I release a loud sigh as the reverberation of my magick hums beneath my skin. Then I turn to the girl. 

      “She’s breathing, but only just,” Tanner says. He meets my eyes. “We won’t make it to the hospital before nightfall.”

      I shake my head and hold out my arms, taking her from him. “You won’t, but I will.”

      Then I run.
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        * * *

      

      Traveling like this is a little like flying. My feet barely touch the ground. I move through the air as if its laws don’t apply to me anymore, as if I can manipulate it to do as I please. It parts with ease, allowing me to cover the distance between the bar and the hospital in less than a few short minutes.

      I don’t stop, just leave her at the door then turn back to town. 

      The boys are outside the door of Rev’s apartment when I appear in front of them. I’m covered in the girl’s blood, so take off Kole’s hoodie and burn it. It disintegrates in my hand in an instant. I pull a t-shirt from my pack and jerk it over my head. 

      The others are watching me as if they can’t trust what they’re seeing. I’ve freaked them out, shown them too much too soon. 

      “Little Star, what are you?” Mack tucks my hair behind my ear. “What are you?”

      “Oh, come on, Professor. You know the answer to that already.” I stroke his beard, then reach up on my toes to kiss his cheek. “But we should discuss it inside. Now they know I’m back, they’ll be coming for me.”

      “Ragnor and Eve?” Mack’s eyes haven’t left mine.

      “All of them,” I say quietly. In the distance, I hear them. The rumblings, and the groanings, and the teeth, and the claws. “Quickly. Inside. I’ll put up a barrier.”

      “It won’t work.” Luther takes my elbow as the others hurry inside. “I tried every spell I knew plus a few extra.”

      A smile curves my lips. Luther notices and frowns at me. “What’s so funny?”

      “You haven’t got it yet, have you?”

      He moves toward the door as I turn to face the street. “Got what?”

      “I’m don’t play by the same rules as you anymore, Luther.” I slip my hand into his and give it a quick squeeze, then nudge him into the doorway of Rev’s apartment. Magick hums in my veins as I raise my eyes skyward. The earth hums beneath my feet, too. The vibrations travel up through my limbs and pool in my belly. 

      A strong breeze blows down the street, taking leaves and litter with it. My hair flies across my face as splinters of lightning crackle down from the starless sky to meet my fingertips.

      I catch the lightning in my palm, then use it to trace an arch on the ground in front of the building. It glows bright as fire. A wall of light rises from it, forming a pale glittering shield. 

      I step inside the building and close the door behind me. In the gloomy stairwell, my boyfriends are staring at me. “It should be enough to repel the demons. They’re still weak.”

      “Nova…” Sam looks at Mack, then at me. “How do you know all this?”

      “I’ll explain, I promise. But first, I’m starving. Anyone fancy making me pancakes?”
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      She’s back. Snow can barely contain the urge to be near her. His energy throbs inside my head; growling, protective, but also desperate for her attention—like a puppy whose owner abandoned it for a summer vacation and now needs extra levels of attention from them.

      She’s back, and she’s Nova, but she’s different. She looks the same, apart from her hair, and she sounds the same. She feels the same—every inch of her—but there’s a power inside her now that wasn’t there before. A light. A magick. A strength.

      Upstairs, Nova taps on Rev’s door and grins when Rev yelps and grabs her for a fierce hug. Pulling her inside, she strokes Nova’s arms and her hair, unable to stop staring at her. I wonder if we looked like that when she appeared on the beach, Tanner carrying her out of the water like a mage lifeguard in a smutty movie. 

      I wonder if we looked as in awe of her as Rev does or if our lust took over and we just looked like a bunch of super-aroused men whose girlfriend rose naked from the beyond.

      Awe is the word. 

      I am in awe of her.

      She is so beautiful; I swear she’s making the air around her shiver. 

      “Where did you come from?” Rev asks, sitting down hard in a chair at the kitchen table. Sarah is nowhere to be seen. Catching me scanning the room, Rev says quickly, “Sarah’s sleeping. I gave her a tincture. She’s been having nightmares.”

      I nod in response, then move to the stove and put the kettle on to boil. I’m functioning on autopilot. Nothing seems like the appropriate thing to be doing because the only thing I want to be doing is taking Nova to the bedroom and peeling her clothes off.

      Despite everything that happened on the beach, I’m not satiated. I need her to know how broken I was when she was gone. I need to show her the dark places I went to when I thought I’d lost her forever. Because if it happens again, I can’t be left with regrets. I can’t be left wondering why I didn’t tell her, every second I was with her, how much she meant to me.

      Nova doesn’t sit down. She stands in the middle of the room and holds court with us gathered around her. 

      When Sam came back from The Shadow King’s dimension, he was wide-eyed and traumatized. Nico, too, has been a quivering wreck. But Nova looks like she’s been on vacation to paradise island; she’s practically glowing. In fact, as Rev closes the curtains on the outside world and dims the lights, I realize Nova is glowing. Her skin glimmers and glistens when she moves.

      The five of us watch her, transfixed.

      “We have a lot to do, and not much time to do it in,” she says, her smile stiffening into a more serious line.

      The kettle boils, and Tanner removes it to stop the persistent whistle. 

      “Doesn’t sound normal for us at all,” Luther grumbles sarcastically. 

      Nova smiles at him, wrapping her arms around her middle. She rocks on the balls of her feet. “I know you have a lot of questions, and I’ll answer them, but first there are things that must be set in motion.”

      Sam opens his mouth to speak but Nova gives him a small shake of the head and he stops, waiting for her to continue.

      “The King is planning to break free from the S.D.B.’s shield. You probably guessed that already; if he wanted to leave Phoenix Falls, he would have.”

      Instead of asking how she knows this, I ask, “Why wait?”

      “The demons…” Rev is still by the window, twitching the curtain to look down at the street below. “They’re getting hungrier.”

      Nova nods slowly. “My guess is they ran out of humans a week ago, maybe longer. They’ll start turning on supers, but it’s not enough. They need human blood. Feeding on their own kind doesn’t satisfy them.” She glances at Kole. A shadow of guilt falls over his face. He has often referred to The Hunger as a demon living inside him. Perhaps that was a more accurate description that he realized.

      “So, The King’s waiting until they’re good and hungry, then he’s going to set them free,” Luther says, sitting down hard in a chair at the kitchen table. 

      Nova slides into his lap and presses her palm to his chest, as if she’s trying to feel his heart beating. His eyes soften, and he sweeps her hair from her neck to kiss her just below her ear.

      “We need to warn the S.D.B.” Nova meets my eyes. “They need to be prepared in case we fail. Can you reach Annalise?”

      “I can try, but—”

      “They won’t send help,” she says quickly. “They’re too afraid. They’ll try to reinforce the barrier, maybe gather some more soldiers with bigger weapons and darker spells. But at least we’ll have warned them.”

      “What’s the point if they’re not going to help us?” Tanner is making coffee. Like the rest of us, he can hardly keep his eyes off Nova and curses as he spills boiling water on his hand. 

      Leaving Luther’s lap, Nova walks over to him and kisses his scalded flesh. Then she blows on it; a cool mist settles on his skin and the pinkness disappears. Tanner rubs his hand, staring at it with total confusion on his face.

      “First thing tomorrow, Mack, reach out to Annalise.” I accept a cup of coffee from Tanner and nod in agreement; Annalise leaked Nova’s blood tests for us, she’ll at least listen to what I have to say.

      “While Mack’s doing that, the rest of us need to gather the town.” Nova looks around the room. “Who has a phone?”

      Luther takes his from his pocket, and she nods. 

      “Good. Open your profile and start a live recording. Tell everyone in Phoenix Falls to meet at sunrise in the square.”

      “Nova…”

      “How many supers live in this town?” Her forehead twitches as she waits for him to answer her.

      “Two thousand, give or take, but a lot left when The Split opened. Before the S.D.B. locked us down.”

      “Even if there are only five hundred left, it’s a start.” 

      “A start of what?” Sam asks. He’s standing just behind me, sounding more tense and uneasy than he did before Nova returned. Perhaps it’s because it’s all happening too quickly. Perhaps, like the rest of us, he’s freaked out because she can move at the speed of light, heal wounds, and explode demons with a flick of her wrist.

      Nova’s lips twitch into a smile. “It’s the start of our army, Sam. It’s the start of us winning this fight.”
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      Instead of arguing with me, my beautiful men do as I’ve asked. Luther records his message, being sure to remind everyone that he was once the deputy of the town. Probably because he looks less than respectable right now with his overgrown facial hair, Mack doesn’t make an appearance.

      When it’s done, Rev asks if I’m hungry and starts rustling in her fridge for something she can turn into a meal.

      “Starving,” I tell her. “And I’ve been craving pancakes.

      Rev frowns at me, but doesn’t ask why, just takes eggs and milk from the fridge and sets them on the counter.

      As she starts to cook, I turn to Sam. “Where’s Nico?”

      His mouth drops open a little. “Nico?”

      “I can sense him.” I take a sip of coffee, but the taste is bitter on my tongue, so I put the cup down. “Is he resting?”

      Rev is the one who answers. “He’s asleep. He’s still very shaken.”

      “Nova, how do you…?” Kole’s deep, wonderful voice soaks into my skin like summer rain in a thunderstorm. 

      Moving to the couch, I gesture for him to sit down so I can tuck myself into his arms. On his lap, I lean into his chest and sigh as his heartbeat fills my ears. “I don’t know where I was.” I speak quietly, but they’re all listening. “All I know is I wasn’t me anymore.” I look up at Kole and stroke his face. His beard is longer but the ink that swirls beneath it, down his throat to his chest, is the same. I know it by heart. “I remember you waiting for me. I knew you were there. Even when the pain blinded me, I knew you were with me.”

      Kole closes his eyes and presses his forehead to mine. 

      “It’s hard to explain, but I never wasn’t there. I didn’t see what was happening, but I knew what was happening. I had no physical form, but I was still me. Time moved slowly but so quickly at the same time, and everything was warm. Warm and bright and safe.

      I sit up a little and look at the others. “I might have stayed if I hadn’t felt your pain. All of you.” I press my hand to my heart and bite back the knot of tears forming in my throat. “I felt your sadness, and your longing, and your anguish, and it made the warmth colder. I tried to return to you, but I didn’t know how, and then when you gathered at the lake, something happened.” I frown and pinch the bridge of my nose, trying to recall the sensations and images that filled my head. “I saw it all, and I knew it was time to come back.”

      There is a quivering silence. Rev is standing stock-still, the fridge door wide open. It beeps at her. She slams it shut and sucks in a shaky breath. “Holy stars, Nova. You died. You died and came back.”

      I inhale deeply then grin at her and wriggle my fingers and toes. “I sure did, and I know how to free us. I know how to end this, once and for all. So, can we stop being so melancholy now and celebrate?” I kiss Kole playfully on the lips and, despite his instinct to remain stoic and sullen, he allows himself to smile.

      “What about the demons? You said they know you’re here.” Mack points to the window. “Will they come?”

      “They will. They’ll have sensed my magick.” I twitch my nose from side to side. “I probably shouldn’t have Johnny’d that guy from the bar, but he really did piss me off.” I climb free from Kole’s lap and brace my hands in the small of my back. “They won’t get past the barrier I made. Not tonight.”

      “And The Shadow King?” Kole stands up and folds his arms. It makes his biceps look deliciously big and strong. “Will he have sensed you?”

      “Undoubtedly. He might have even seen the video Luther posted. But he thinks he’s more powerful than me.” I shrug a little. “To be fair, he’s right. Alone, I couldn’t fight him. One of me against a demon king who’s thousands of years old?” I shake my head. “Even I can do that math.”

      “Then how exactly do we win?” Luther asks, trying to be gentle but letting his abrasiveness creep into his voice. “Even with every mage and witch in town on our side, Nova, I still don’t think that’s enough.”

      “No,” I reply. “But what if there were six of me instead of just one?”
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        * * *

      

      Instead of answering the boys’ endless questions, I insist we eat first. Honestly, a little part of me is enjoying being the one with the answers for once. Not Mack, not Kole… me.

      “I’m starving. I haven’t eaten since I came back, and I’ve already used way too much energy.” I look pointedly at them and they collectively grumble their apologies, even though I don’t mind one bit. 

      “Nova—” Mack uses his deliciously stern Daddy-Professor voice, and it sends a shiver down my spine. I love Rev, but right now I wish she was someplace else so I could rip Mack’s clothes off and make him bend me over the kitchen table.

      Seems like being dead and reborn full of powerful magick really turbo-charges your sex drive. Especially when your boyfriends look so handsome and forlorn and, frankly, like sex on legs.

      “Food first.” I shake my finger at Mack. “Don’t make me gag you,” I warn playfully. 

      There’s a moment of silence, and then Tanner laughs his loud, familiar laugh and slaps Mack on the shoulder. “Not sure that’s a threat, Little Star,” he says, winking at me.

      At the stove, dropping batter into the pan, Rev rolls her eyes. “Do I really have to listen to this?”

      I walk casually over to Mack and tweak his unruly beard. “I like your hair a little longer, but with this beard you look a bit like a homeless Santa Claus.”

      Mack’s eyes flash amber and the familiar rumble of Snow’s growl fills his throat.

      “That is exactly what I said,” Luther laughs, looping his arms around my waist. A little more seriously, he adds, “Baloo was pretty lost without you.” He clears his throat and squeezes me tighter. “Too sad for his grooming routine.”

      Slipping my hand around his neck and turning so my hips are pressed against his, I kiss him softly on the lips. As Mack tells Luther to fuck off, I laugh and tell them, “I’m sorry. I’m going to spend a lot of time making it up to you all.”

      Rev coughs loudly. “Too much information, Nova.”

      “After we’ve eaten,” I add, hopping up onto the kitchen table to sit with my legs hanging down over the side.

      “And after you’ve left my apartment for a soundproof dungeon somewhere,” Rev quips.

      “Dungeon?” Tanner reaches over Rev to steal a piece of green pepper from her frying pan. He wriggles his eyes. “Now you’re talking.”

      A familiar contentedness settles in the room. I let it wash over me as I watch them—laughing, cooking, teasing each other. Everything feels so normal that, after all that happened, it’s almost abnormal. 

      Then my eyes catch on Sam. He’s leaning against the wall near the fridge, watching the others. Unlike them, he is not smiling or making jokes. My gut twists, and my smile falters; he can’t know already. There’s no way he can know what I know. 

      But maybe he senses it.

      Maybe something inside him has started to wonder…
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      I wake with my arm draped across Nova’s stomach. The six of us fell asleep sometime after midnight on the blow-up mattress Rev set up in the living room. With Nico in one room, and her and Sarah in the other, there was little other choice unless we wanted to try and fit four mages, a werewolf, and a phoenix on Rev’s small couch.

      The coffee table is pushed up against the wall beneath the window. The radiator is on, warm air making the bottom of the curtains sway a little.

      All night, the sound of snarling, salivating demons filled the air outside the apartment. Now, finally, everything is still. I let the quiet settle into my skin and my head.

      After what Nova went through, I’d expected her to be exhausted but she wasn’t. All evening, even as the howling and barking and screaming started outside, she was wide awake. Full of an infectious kind of energy that gradually took away the ache we’ve been feeling for the past four weeks.

      As the others’ darkness began to lift, my own did too. Only Sam was strangely quiet, melancholy still hovering around him. Looking at him now, asleep with his arms curled around Nova’s legs, I can’t figure out why; he was the one who believed. He was the one who knew without doubt that Nova would return. Why would he not be as buoyant as the rest of us? 

      As if he can feel me watching him, Sam opens his eyes. He catches my gaze and smiles, then slowly sits up and pushes his curly hair from his face. Glancing at the ceiling, he points at it with his index finger then mouths, “Roof?”

      I nod, unfurl my arm from Nova, and grab my sweater on the way to the door. 

      We don’t speak until we’re on the roof. It’s almost sunrise, so the flying Karakal demons—huge bastards that look like giant eagles with horns and no feathers—will be flying back to their nests on the roof of The Hollow.

      “She’s back,” Sam says, leaning on the wall and looking out at the horizon. 

      “She’s back,” I repeat, positioning myself next to him. “But you don’t seem as happy as I expected you to be.”

      Sam doesn’t look at me, just slots his fingers together and moistens his lip.

      I nudge him with my elbow. “I thought you’d be floating on air, building castles in the sky, doing cartwheels, but you’re lost in your own thoughts.” I tap his head with my knuckles. “What’s going on in there?”

      “Can’t you tell?” Sam straightens up and turns away from the view, resting his back on the low wall. 

      “I can tell you’re confused, worried, sad.”

      “Aren’t you?” Sam says quickly. “After everything she said?”

      “Confused and worried, yes. Sad?” I laugh and shake my head. “I’m not sad. I’m fucking ecstatic to have her back. All the demons and the hell being unleashed? They don’t seem to matter as much today as they did yesterday.” I shrug and rub the back of my neck. “But you don’t feel that way, and I can’t figure out why. She’s still our girl. She’s still Nova. Just with a few added powers.” I frown and try to meet Sam’s eyes. “Was it seeing her unalive the demon in the bar? Because personally, I thought that was smoking hot.”

      “No,” Sam laughs darkly, “it wasn’t that.”

      “Then…?”

      He sighs. It’s a heavy sigh that makes his shoulders droop. He opens his mouth to speak but, before he can, whatever he’s about to say is lost because the door to the stairs flies open and Nova appears.

      Holding her hands to her chest, she looks at us as if we’ve just given her the fright of her life. “I didn’t know where you were,” she says, hurrying over and wrapping an arm around each of our waists. “Why are you up here?”

      “Needed some fresh air.” Sam kisses her forehead. “I better go check on Nico. Have you seen him?”

      At the mention of Nico’s name, something surges from Nova’s aura. Like a splinter of panic, it’s so strong it makes me wince. But nothing shows on her face. Not a single thing. “Not yet,” she replies. 

      “Do you know what he is?” Sam asks, meeting Nova’s gaze.

      She tilts her head to the side. Her heart is racing, yet it still doesn’t show. “I do.”

      “Are you okay with him being here?” Sam takes Nova’s hand. 

      “I’m okay with it.” She squeezes his fingers, then lets go as he nods and moves toward the door. Before he enters the stairwell, he glances at the sky. “Almost sunrise.”

      “We won’t be long.” Nova smiles until the door closes, then exhales loudly and folds herself into my arms. 

      “What’s going on?” I look down at her, trying not to get lost in the fact she’s here and she’s mine. “Sam’s got the wiggins and you nearly had a panic attack at the mention of Nico’s name.”

      “Sam’s wigging out?” She pulls back but keeps her arms around me. “Why? What did he say?”

      “Nothing. He was about to tell me something when you got here.”

      Nova steps away from me and pinches the bridge of her nose. Then she leans on the wall, just like Sam did, and looks out at Phoenix Falls. 

      “Is it something to do with Nico?” I’m trying not to look at her ass. I’m trying to be serious for a hell-damned minute but all she’s wearing is a t-shirt and the flash of creamy skin peeking out from beneath it is practically making me salivate.

      As if she can tell, she wriggles her hips slightly and looks at me over her shoulder.

      “Don’t try to distract me, woman,” I tell her, sliding my hands up her body and over her soft stomach, then leaning in to nuzzle her neck. “I want answers.”

      “I can’t give them to you, not yet. Not until I’ve spoken to Sam.” She smiles wickedly at me and presses back against my crotch. “I can give you something else, though.”

      “Shouldn’t we be…?” I suck in a heavy breath. Who am I kidding? Like I’m going to say no.

      “We’ll be fast.” Nova spins around at a freakish speed then back to face the wall. When I look down, I realize my pants and boxers are around my ankles and my cock is dangerously close to her behind.

      “Fast? I can do fast,” I whisper, arching my body over hers, knowing it’ll take barely a minute for me to climax if I truly let go. Slipping one hand up beneath her t-shirt, I tease my thumb over her already-hard nipple. Nova sighs and sways her hips. 

      With my other hand, I guide myself inside her. 

      We fuck quickly and hungrily. She slams back onto me, grips the wall, scratching it with her fingernails, and shouts my name while she plays with her clit; her super-quick fingers bringing her to a fast, shuddering climax. Sparks flutter up into the brightening sky. As we come, I tug her hair, so she jerks backward, then hold her against me. Her body tenses, every muscle vibrating with pleasure, while mine does the opposite. Coming inside her, I turn into a ball of mush; the sensations so intense that I’m barely able to stand up, barely able to keep hold of her. 

      We collapse into a heap, our bodies half slumped over the wall, breathing in jagged gasps. 

      Nova spins beneath me and hooks her arms around my neck. “Hi,” she says, smiling. 

      “Hey.” I kiss her nose. 

      “I love you.” She pushes my untidy hair from my face.

      “I love you too, Little Star.” I’m focusing on her face, about to tell her I almost broke without her by my side, but something moves in my peripheral vision. I shift my gaze to the street below. “Nova… look.” 

      Untucking herself from beneath me, Nova turns to look down. “They saw the video,” she whispers, reaching for my hand. “They saw it. I knew they would.”

      On the sidewalk beneath us, the supers of Phoenix Falls are emerging from the shadows. They are answering Nova’s call.
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      Nova and Tanner hurtle into the apartment. Their cheeks are flushed and, even though I’ve never been jealous of the others and their time with Nova, something inside me somersaults uncomfortably at the thought I just missed out on being with her again.

      “It worked.” She runs over to me, grabs my hand, and pulls me to the window. Tearing open the curtains, she points excitedly down at the sidewalks of Main Street. “They’re gathering in the square.”

      Mack emerges from the bathroom, sees Nova, and heads straight for her. Before he can speak, he clocks the movement below us and scrapes his fingers through his hair. He’s wearing nothing but a towel, chest dimpled with water droplets, suave as fuck.

      Nova glances at him, then does a double take. Her eyes flicker with heat, and she runs her hand up his arm. “You kept your hair longer,” she says approvingly. “But I’m glad you tamed the beard.”

      “Snow too,” Mack replies, tweaking his index finger under her chin and planting a deep, searching kiss on her lips. “It was itchy.”

      “Did you call Annalise?”

      “I called. She said she’ll do her best but—” Mack doesn’t bother finishing his sentence; we all knew Annalise wouldn’t be able to make anyone take action.

      Nova kisses Mack’s cheek. “We need to get to the square. Hurry, everyone.”

      We’re in the midst of locating our clothes and shoes when the bedroom door opens. Nico stops in the doorway. I haven’t seen him since Rev ushered him into the bathroom yesterday, not long before Nova came flying down from outer space. He’s cleaner than he was, and a little less vacant in his expression. When he spots Nova, his face visibly pales. 

      He searches for Sam, who crosses the room quickly and takes his brother’s hand. “It’s Nova.” Sam looks at our girl, smiling. “She came back, Nico. Like you did. Like I did.”

      Nico presses his lips together. “Sam returned, Nico stayed.”

      Sam’s jaw twitches. “No, Nico. You came back too.”

      Interjecting, from the kitchen Rev says, “He’s still getting acclimatized. I’ll stay here with him.” She looks past us at the brightening sky beyond the window. “But you should go. All of you. Whatever you need to do, people are waiting.”

      “Sarah?” Sam asks, glancing at the other bedroom door.

      “Sam, she’s having a hard time with…” Rev trails off, purposefully not looking in Nico’s direction. 

      “With what I am,” Nico whispers. “She doesn’t like what I am.”

      “Unelementals are terrified of demons, Nico. They have very few defenses against them.” Rev squeezes his arm. “It’s not your fault. She’ll come around.”

      “I’m sorry,” Nova interjects. She hasn’t acknowledged Nico properly but is almost at the door already. “We have to go. We’ll be back soon.” She pauses just outside and looks back at Rev. “Keep him safe while we’re gone.”

      Rev nods but before she can ask from what, Nova is disappearing down the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      We follow Nova to the town square. Just past the fountain, there is a large, paved space which is used for summer festivals, street parties, and to display Phoenix Falls’ traditionally huge Christmas tree. 

      Jake and Tanya—who are still running the Sheriff’s Office in Mack’s absence—spot us almost immediately. I’m surprised they haven’t left town; neither struck me as the type who’d put themselves at risk to stay and herd cattle in a situation like this. Yet here they are. Tanya tries to wave and mouth something at Mack and I through the crowd, but we push on, following Nova. 

      There is no stage for her to stand on and we have no idea what she’s planning, so the five of us just gather at the front of the gathering and wait.

      The air is tight and cold. An icy breeze whips around the corner of the town hall—located at the back of the square-and swipes at our faces. Instinctively, the supers who have come are staring at it; probably waiting for their sheriff , Mack—even though he was robbed of his position—to speak up.

      Nova straightens her shoulders. At her sides, her fingers twitch, and sparks flutter to the ground. Without looking back at us, she strides forward and ascends the town hall’s steps. When she reaches the top, she turns. 

      There is a moment of dull chatter before people realize she is there. Then a hush falls over the crowd. Nova scans their faces slowly. Up there alone, she looks completely vulnerable. Small, wide-eyed, young. 

      Everything in my body is telling me to go up there with her. My skin begins to warm. Heat rushes to my palms. Next to me, Mack is breathing deeply. Snow’s protective purr rumbles in his throat.

      “It’s her,” someone shouts. “The witch who killed the human!”

      “The sheriff’s witch!”

      “She was at the mansion with the sheriff. He was protecting her.”

      “Did you do this?! Did you bring evil to our town?”

      “Is this because of you?”

      The shouts grow louder. Kole’s eyes darken. Head and shoulders above the rest of the crowd, his muscles tense. “Quiet!” he roars. 

      The voices die down to a nervous murmuring. 

      “Let her speak,” Tanner adds, his fists clenched.

      “Yes!” Nova’s voice sings out above the rest. “I’m the witch. The one who killed her human boyfriend.” She draws her shoulders back and casts her voice so it floats on the wind. “I have a lot to explain to you, and not much time, so please listen.”

      Something in her tone has made the muttering around us stop. Everyone is watching her now. Everyone is listening.

      “I was born a human to human parents. You all saw my blood tests on the news. They proved that is no longer the case.” She draws in a deep breath. As she moves her arms, flames spring to life, trickling from her wrists up to her elbows then to her shoulders, tracing the contours of her hands and fingers. “Many years ago, Mack—your sheriff—Luther, and Kole came upon a prophecy called The Phoenix Prophecy.” Her voice is growing louder, and bigger, and so are the flames. Her hair is redder, too. Glowing. Moving like liquid fire.

      The murmuring starts again, but this time it is laced with a mixture of awe and fear.

      Nova casts her gaze in our direction. Kole steps forward and recites the words we now know by heart. Tanner joins in, then Mack. I add my voice to the chorus. Finally, Sam and Nova do too.

      
        
        When above turns to darkness

        And below breaks free

        A witch born to humans

        Salvation shall bring

        Fated to five who are not what they seem

        The Phoenix will rise and become Earth’s Queen

        Into the embers

        Devoured by Flame

        The Phoenix is She

      

      

      As we speak, the sky crackles. Clouds race and the red sky brightens. When I look back at Nova, she is floating. Her feet are no longer on the ground.

      Kicking off her shoes, she rises higher. She stretches out her arms and, just like when she appeared above the lake, wings of fire bloom from her back. As if she is suspended in water, her hair swirls around her face. The wind blows harder. Trees groan and creak. The water in the fountain bubbles like it is boiling. The ground shakes. 

      “I am The Phoenix,” Nova cries, her voice travelling through me like a series of electric shocks. Without thinking, I drop to the floor. To my knee. The way I did when I told Nova I would be hers forever. In the blink of an eye, the others follow suit. We kneel in a line in front of the steps while Nova hovers above us, suspended, heat and sparks raining down on us. 

      Her eyes flash orange. Flames dance in her pupils. Slowly, she floats back down to the ground. She smiles and reaches out her hand, telling us to stand.

      As I rise to my feet, there is a swell of movement behind me, and I realize we were not the only ones kneeling for her; they all were. The entire town.

      Pacing, Nova speaks more quickly now. “I need you to know is that if we work together—all of us—we can defeat The Shadow King. We can prevent him from destroying our town and, bigger than that, we can stop him from destroying the world.”

      “How?!” someone shouts.

      Nova tilts her head. Her eyes flicker in the direction of the woods that surround The Hollow. “It will happen soon. Watch the skies. Watch for a sign. You’ll know it when you see it.” She races back to the top of the steps and peers over the sea of faces at something I can’t see. “When you see my signal, come to The Hollow. That is where our final battle must be.”

      “She’s talking in riddles,” a woman next to me mutters. 

      “She often does,” I reply, even though the prune-like woman wasn’t talking to me. “That doesn’t mean she’s wrong, though.”

      “Something’s happening.” Tanner grabs my elbow. “Do you feel that? Something is…” He trails off, looking down at his feet. The ground is trembling. 

      In front of us, Nova raises her arms and throws them out sideways. Her wings are gone, but a pulse of air flies from her hands and splits the crowd down its middle, sending her spectators sliding to either side of the square, falling into one another and losing their balance. 

      Now, opening her palms, she repeats the movements she made last night. Two walls of fire appear, hemming in the people of Phoenix Falls. Then a dome-like barrier appears above them. 

      “What is she doing?” Mack asks. “People are panicking.”

      “Eve…” Kole points into the distance. “Eve is coming for her. She’s protecting them.” Without hesitation, Kole races to the top of the steps. Nova glances at him, then widens her stance, bracing herself. 

      Tanner and I take the steps two at a time. By the time we reach Nova, Mack and Sam are no longer human. Sam snarls and gnashes his teeth. Snow opens his mouth and releases a gut-rumbling growl. 

      Then she appears. 

      The witch who sends shivers through all of us. 

      “Eve,” Nova calls. “I’m so glad you could join us.”
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      I felt her, but I thought I was imagining it. Yesterday, when that ghastly window of blue appeared in the sky, and the air became thinner and cleaner, and the beautiful darkness lifted, I knew the Fire Bird had returned.

      I should have gone to her then. I should have ripped off her wings and torn out her song before she had the chance to fornicate, and rejuvenate, and plot, and scheme.

      But I was lazy. I was lacking. I was naïve to my own senses. 

      It wasn’t until I felt the ground move, and the elements bend, and the earth grow warm beneath my feet that I knew I was right. 

      “Eve!” My master’s voice shakes the walls of The Hollow. 

      He doesn’t need to say any more. I know what I must do. “She will not live to see the sun at midday, Master,” I whisper, kissing his knuckles.

      “Go!” He bellows, snatching his hand away from me. He wants to join me. He wants to destroy her himself, but he is still clawing back his strength after his long, long journey. So, I will do it for him.

      I run to my babies in their stable and I wake them from their slumber. They are angry at being woken, but that is a good thing; I need them at their most bloodthirsty.

      With the hounds baying at my heels, we move like shadows—weightless, dark, unbound by the laws of nature—to the town square.

      When I see her, glowing and glittering and bright, a funny idea wriggles itself into my head. She and I are not so unalike. We are darkness and light, yin and yang, two halves that make a whole.

      We are the same; our powers are evenly matched, our loyalty to our masters unwavering, except the Fire Bird’s master is fate and my master is going to be so much more than that. He is going to rule the world and every dimension that surrounds it.

      “Eve,” she calls my name, “I’m so glad you can join us.”

      In front of me, she has cast a barrier spell over the pathetic, power-lacking supers of Phoenix Falls. The ones who remain in town were too stupid to get out when they had the chance. I throw a ball of dark magick to try and break it, but it holds. 

      “You’ve grown, Fire Bird,” I sing, sweeping down the aisle she made for me. I tick my head to the side and examine her. “Do you have scars? From where we drained your pretty little body of its blood, I wonder?” I lick my lips. Oh, how I wish I’d tasted her blood.

      A flutter of movement. The seer is lunging for me. 

      I catch him in mid-air, tighten my invisible grip around his thick neck, and squeeze. “I thought you’d have learned your lesson the last time we sparred, Ink Heart,” I spit. 

      He flexes his fingers, trying to pull roots from the ground or branches from the trees, but he fails, and I throw him loose, sending him hurtling into the fountain.

      “Go back to your devil,” the Fire Bird says, striding forward. 

      Even with my babies salivating for her flesh, she does not falter.

      “Go back and tell him his end is near.”

      I study her for a moment. She is very brave, but very stupid. Although, I have to confess to being impressed that she is so whole after still being so dead a few days ago. “Oh, poor little Fire Bird—” My voice catches in my throat before I can finish my insult. My breath is trapped too. My lungs feel hot—like there is acid inside them, bubbling, swirling, pushing on my insides.

      I try to laugh, but the feeling grows stronger, and the laugh turns to a whimper.

      My babies know I’m in trouble. They begin to bark and howl.

      The Fire Bird raises her hand, twists it, and slams my airways shut. I grab my throat, eyes wide, half terrified, half transfixed by her sudden burst of power.

      The hounds won’t let her take me. They surge forward, barreling toward her but—keeping me in her intangible grasp—she turns her eyes on them. Fire blooms in her face. A wave of heat rumbles through the cobbled path. It undulates, like waves of fire are surging beneath it, and knocks my hounds from their feet. They roll away from me, crying and howling.

      The Fire Bird lifts me into the air with nothing more than a flick of her wrist. Then she stares up at me and calmly says, “Do you remember what to tell him?”

      This time, when I try to speak, my voice returns but it is reedy and weak. “His end is… near,” I stutter, acrid hate swirling in my belly. She will regret this. When he breaks her in two and drinks her blood from her splayed veins, her last thought will be that she should not have been so arrogant. She should not have underestimated him.

      The Fire Bird studies my face, then nods and throws me to the ground. I tumble over myself and land in a heap. My body still burns on the inside. It makes me want to scratch my arms and pull my clothes off and yank out my hair.

      “Go,” she sings, her voice like metal, piercing my skin. 

      I stumble to my feet. Her mates gather behind her. Three mages, a polar bear, and a werewolf. Even rolled into one, they would not be powerful enough to protect her from what is to come.

      I tip my head back and laugh. It fills the surrounding air, but before it can echo off the walls of the town hall, I have turned on my heels and I am fleeing back to my King.
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      When Eve disappears from view, I release the crowd from their bubble and tell them to go home. They seem reluctant—lingering and staring at me as if they want to remain here where I can protect them.

      “It is not enough,” I tell them. “Eve is just a witch. She’s powerful, but her magick can be broken. The Shadow King is much more, and there are things I must do now. Watch for my signal. When you see it, come to The Hollow.”

      As they shout questions and plead for answers, I push through them with my mates at my heels. Before we reach Rev’s, I veer away from Main Street and head for the woods behind The Cross. 

      “Nova?” Tanner catches my arm. Despite everything, he looks at me in exactly the same way he always has; with deep, sparkling eyes that are full of love and lust. 

      “We need to go back to the lake.” I look past him at the others. “It’s time for me to show you how we’re going to win.”

      Snow releases a low grumble. I walk over to him and wind my fingers into his thick, surprisingly soft fur. I kiss the top of his snout and he rubs his forehead against my chest. Then he dips his head and shoulders so I can climb onto his back. I don’t need to; I could make it to the lake a hundred times faster than him if I wanted to. But somehow it feels right to approach it like this. All of us. Side by side.
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        * * *

      

      When we reach the falls, Snow turns back into Mack. Luther hands him clothes from a backpack he was carrying and, when he pulls them on, Mack says, “Nova, what happened back there—” He sucks in a deep breath. “Your power. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Coming from you, Professor, that’s a true compliment.” I smile cheekily at him, but he returns it with only a stoic expression.

      “You were right.” I look at each of them before settling on Kole. “You were right all along—I died, then I came back. I’m more powerful than before.”

      “More powerful than Eve,” Kole replies. “Which means more powerful than any witch I’ve ever encountered.”

      I cast a fire on the sand and gesture for them to join me around it. I sit down, crossing my legs and resting my palms on my thighs. “But it won’t be enough. Taking Eve down a peg or two, exploding demons, and running super-fast isn’t the same as destroying The Shadow King.” I straighten my shoulders. “Because that is what we must do—we must destroy him, so he can never return.”

      “All right, so how do we do that?” Luther asks. “You said it’s time to share, Supernova.” He raises his eyebrows. His tone is like it was before—in the days when I still thought he hated me—but now I know what lies beneath it, his grumpiness is even more delicious.

      “My blood.” I meet Luther’s eyes. “We will do it with my blood.”

      There is a long moment of silence. Kole’s pupils have grown wider and darker. His jaw is twitching, but the black veins that show The Hunger is taking control of him are gone. 

      “Kole has drunk from me before and we saw what it did to his powers. Tanner too. But that was before I came back.” I wiggle my fingers, watching vines of fire loop around them like rings.

      “You want us to drink from you?” Sam says slowly.  “That’s what you meant when you said what if there were six of you?”

      I look quickly from him to Mack, who I can tell is already railing against the idea. “You are strong, all of you, but with my blood inside you… that’s how we’ll win.”

      “Nova, are you sure?” Luther slides his hand onto mine. My fire loops around his fingers too, tying us together in a tangle of heat.

      I draw in a deep breath. “This isn’t going to be easy. It’s not just a case of you getting a super-boost of your powers. It could be dangerous. There could be side-effects, but it all fits. All of it makes sense, don’t you think? From the beginning, we’ve known my blood was special. Kole was drawn to it, but it didn’t behave the way human blood did. My blood brought Sam back. My blood opened the portal, and my blood will seal it”

      “We’ll do it,” Tanner says quickly. “Of course, we’ll do it.”

      Kole and Luther hesitate for a moment, then nod. Frowning a little, Sam says, “Me too.”

      I look at Mack. He rubs his beard. His eyes flash amber, and Snow’s familiar grumble fills his throat. 

      “You don’t like it, Professor?” I stand up and move behind him, hands on his shoulders. He reaches up to smooth his hands over mine, then climbs to his feet and pulls me close. 

      “I will do whatever you ask, Little Star.” He brushes my hair from my face. “No question.”

      I tilt my head to the side, exposing my neck and running my index finger down the shadow of a vein that Kole has tasted more than once. 

      “Now?” Luther stands. They all do. 

      They were okay with it when it was something that would happen in the future, but now? Clearly, it’s too much too soon because they all look terrified. All except Kole.

      Letting go of Mack, I walk to my Viking and run my hands up his broad chest. You have to show them the way, I whisper using the voice only he can hear.

      He tilts my chin up toward him, balancing it on the knuckle of his thick index finger. Are you certain, Little Star?

      I don’t reply, just stare into his eyes and pull his hair loose so it falls over his shoulders. His lips curl, exposing a flash of his slightly pointed teeth. He runs his tongue over them, and I raise my wrist to his mouth. Tanner first, I tell him. 

      Kole keeps his eyes on mine but brings the soft skin on the inside of my wrist to his lips. 

      “Kole—” Luther tries to interject but it’s too late; Kole has already pierced my skin.

      As blood trickles slowly from my veins, I turn and find Tanner. I pull him toward me and lift the wound to his mouth. At first, he licks it, slowly sweeping his tongue over the puncture wounds Kole made. Then he takes hold of my arm and starts to suck. He closes his eyes and groans as my blood coats his lips, and chin, and teeth.

      Sparks of pleasure start to flutter inside me. I grip the back of his head, then push my fingers through his hair and pry his mouth away from me. 

      Tanner stands up, breathless, wiping his lips with the back of his hand. His eyes roll back in his head, and he stumbles as if he’s drunk. Then he lets out a loud exhilarated cry and punches the air. “Fuck!” He grabs Luther and pushes him toward me.

      I lift my other wrist to Kole’s waiting mouth, and he opens it for me. Luther stares at the pooling red liquid on my skin. “I don’t know if I can…”

      “You can,” I tell him, licking my own wrist and holding the blood on my tongue. “Here…” 

      Luther lets me guide his lips to mine, then welcomes my tongue as I roll blood into his mouth. He releases a guttural grunting sound, and his whole body stiffens. But when I replace my mouth with my wrist, he seals his lips over it and drinks.

      Seeing Luther, Tanner returns and grabs my other wrist. He takes another drink, sucking congealed blood from my fingers, licking my palm, hungrily trailing kisses up my arm toward my throat. 

      When he reaches my shoulder, he grabs the hem of my shirt and pulls it up over my head. He throws it to the ground, then tugs my bra strap down so he can graze his teeth over my collarbone.

      I reach for Sam. He flinches as he drinks from me; despite being a wolf and accustomed to the metallic taste in his mouth.

      While Sam drinks, Luther stops. He turns and blasts a wave of fire at the flames on the beach. They billow upward into the sky. Smoke is coming off him in waves. Returning to me, he grabs my face and kisses me hard. Then—holy stars—he kisses Kole. 

      Kole’s eyes widen for a split second before he tastes my blood on Luther’s lips and sinks into the kiss. Hungrily, they devour each other’s mouths and then Kole lunges for my neck. He pierces me with his teeth and starts to suck. 

      The pressure of his mouth, drawing life from my body, makes me fall to my knees and whimper with pleasure. 

      While Kole drinks from my throat, Luther laps at the blood that is now trickling down between my breasts and Tanner removes my bra. 

      I search for Mack and meet his eyes. Slowly, he walks toward me. Sinking to his knees, he positions himself in front of me. I offer him my wrist, and he licks it gently. Just one stroke of his tongue against my flesh. 

      I sigh and lean back onto Kole’s chest as Mack lowers his head and peppers my stomach with electric kisses. When he reaches my chest, he dips his finger into the blood seeping from my throat and uses it to moisten my nipples. Then he swirls his tongue over them, groaning as my taste fills him up. 

      By the time he reaches my neck, his eyes are bright, and his beard is stained red. He cups my face in his hands, then closes his eyes, releases a deep throaty sigh, and seals his mouth around the holes in my throat.

      When Mack sits back on his heels, eyes still dancing, body trembling, I rise to my feet and stand in front of them. I close my eyes and send waves of fire through my body. When I look down, the wounds are sealing shut. My skin is healing itself, putting itself back how it was before, but the blood remains. As my flesh warms, the blood dries, and leaves me painted with large red stains.

      I meet Kole’s eyes. My Viking looks hungry. Ravenous. But not for blood… for me. A smile twitches on his lips and he runs for me. I bolt for the trees, adrenaline coursing through me. I am about to reach the shadows when he catches me. Except it’s not him… it’s a vine. A long, thick, creeping vine. Springing from the ground, it winds around my ankle. Then another grabs my wrists.

      Both hands and both feet are yanked back by four curling green ropes, sending my slamming into the trunk of a sweet-smelling pine.

      Kole appears in front of me, fists clenched, body vibrating with lust.

      He reaches for my pants and rips them from my body, then tears my underwear off too. When I’m completely naked, unable to move, the others appear behind him. Luther, Mack, and Tanner.

      Like a horny teenager who can’t control himself, Tanner whips off his own clothes, drops to the ground, and slides his hands up the inside of my thighs. Immediately, he nestles his tongue between my folds and uses it to massage urgent circles around my clit. My knees wobble, but another vine loops around my waist and hugs me tight against the tree.

      Arousal floods my core. I strain against the vines, desperate to get closer to my mates, but I can’t move. 

      I want one of them to come to me and seal their mouth over my nipples. I want them to break me free and fuck me on the forest floor. Instead, they strip off their clothes and watch while Tanner brings me to a violent, shuddering orgasm. 

      It lights up my skin, sending smoke and sparks into the trees. 

      Mack steps forward. To my right, Kole is fisting his dick hard and fast. To my left, Luther is doing the same. As he kneels, Mack teases my breasts with a brief, tantalizing lick of his tongue. Then he nudges Tanner out of the way and settles between my legs.

      His tongue is different to Tanner’s; larger and rougher. I shudder as he laps my sensitive core, applying just the right of pressure before sliding two fingers inside me while he sucks. 

      I want to grab his hair, hook my leg around his neck, thrust my pelvis into his face. But I can’t. I am stuck. 

      Another fiery orgasm takes over, causing me to scrape my back on the tree trunk behind me as I writhe and yell.

      “Untie me.” I pull on the vines. I could break them if I wanted to, but that’s not the deal. They have to allow me to do it.

      Kole shakes his head at me, his hair—which is crusted with my blood—hanging loose over his shoulders. “I don’t think so, Little Star.” 

      Before I can speak, he has taken Mack’s place, but instead of using his tongue to make me climax, he thrusts his throbbing length deep inside me. He fucks me harder than he’s ever fucked me. His hips do things I’ve never even dreamed of, then his hand reaches down between us. 

      “I can’t come again, I can’t,” I pant, my clit pulsing as he strums it hard and fast. 

      “I think you can,” he growls. “Spark for me, Nova.”

      I whimper and throw my head back. Finally, Luther is there licking my nipples, sucking as if he wants to savor every last taste of blood that remains on my skin. I look down to see Kole’s hand around Luther’s erection. The sight of Kole’s thick, tattooed knuckles moving up and down Luther’s pierced shaft makes me yell.

      I can’t take it anymore. I rip my legs free from their ties.

      Kole growls at me, but I don’t care. I wrap my legs around his middle; the vines around my arms and waist still holding me in place while he shudders and climaxes inside me.

      As Kole grunts and slams into me once last time, Luther comes too. I look down to see him painting Kole’s fingers white. 

      Kole kisses my neck, grazing me with his teeth as if he can’t help thinking about biting me again. But then Tanner pushes him out of the way, pulls me free from my restraints, and into his arms. His dick is still hard. It twitches against my stomach. I sink to my knees and take him in my mouth. With just three deep thrusts, he comes at the back of my throat. I swallow it, then turn to Mack. Instead of using my mouth, though, Mack sits with his back against the tree and gestures for me to climb on top of him. 

      I slide down his shaft easily, my pussy slick with Kole’s seed, and brace my hands on the tree trunk as the professor settles his large hands on my full hips. I move slowly, easing up and down, teasing his lips with my nipples. Mack runs his hands up my back, digging his nails into my skin as I ride him faster and harder. When he comes, I am staring into his amber eyes, but I don’t just see pleasure…

      I see pain.
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      “Something’s wrong with him…” Nova stumbles to her feet. Luther grabs her hand and pulls her toward him. 

      “Is he having a heart attack?” Kole asks, squatting next to the professor.

      “I’m not that fucking old,” Mack growls, but he is gripping his chest. “I just don’t feel…” He yells and lurches forward. His back is moving. Literally moving. Like tectonic plates are shifting beneath it. 

      He yells again, but this time it’s more like a growl. His fingers dig into the ground. His elbows bend. They snap, moving the wrong way, and Nova yelps. She rushes forward, but Luther loops his arms around her waist and drags her back. 

      Mack’s jaw stretches, cracks, widens. There’s a shudder of movement. The ground vibrates. He screams at the top of his lungs, and then… Snow is there. The giant bear peels itself from Mack’s body like a spirit being sucked from a vessel. At first Snow is air and mist and particles, then he is real.

      He’s real, and he’s standing next to Mack.

      Nova slams her hands over her mouth and whispers, “Oh my stars, Snow?”

      “Professor…” I crouch in front of Mack and put my hand on his shoulder. His body is his again, not moving or breaking open, just still. Panting, he looks into my eyes. 

      “What the fuck was that?”

      I move my gaze to his right, and Mack follows. When he sees Snow, he looks like he might pass out. 

      I help him to his feet. 

      Snow’s eyes lock onto Mack’s and the polar bear releases a sound that’s half-yawn, half-growl.

      Mack walks slowly forward like he’s trapped in a dream. He reaches for Snow’s fur and gently presses his palm onto the polar bear’s shoulder. “Snow? Buddy? Is that you?”

      Snow huffs and shoves his shout into Mack’s chest.

      “Yeah, I know I’m naked, but that’s not really the issue right now, is it?”

      As Mack and Snow start to communicate—Mack speaking, Snow offering a series of huffs and snuffs and growls—my brain almost can’t compute what’s happening. 

      “Holy hell,” Luther mutters. “Was that supposed to happen?” He looks at Nova.

      She’s deathly pale, and I’m not sure if it’s because we drained her blood then gave her four orgasms or if it’s because she just watched Mack separate from his shifter self.

      “This has never happened before.” Kole sweeps his hair back and ties it at the back of his neck. “Has it?” He looks at me and I shrug, shaking my head. “Has this ever happened to a shifter before?”

      “Not that I’ve ever seen or heard of.” I look for Sam, because he saw all sorts of freaky shit in Spine and he’s the only other shifter among us, then realize he’s not actually here. “Guys, where’s Sam?”

      Nova looks back at the beach. She frowns. “He wasn’t…” Her cheeks flush as she replays the things we just did. “He drank from me but then…?” She trails off, clearly torn between running to find her foster brother and staying with Mack.

      “I’ll go,” I tell her.

      But she shakes her head at me. “No, I will. You’re a nurse. Mack might need you.”

      She turns and runs to the beach, her ass swaying from side to side like she’s a freaking goddess. Grabbing her clothes, she puts them back on then looks at the sand, spots some wolf prints, and heads after them. 

      While Kole gathers the rest of our clothes, I try to assess Mack. My head is buzzing. I feel like I’ve had twenty energy drinks in a row; wired, twitchy, like everything is louder. Everyone’s emotions are louder, but they’re also easier to shut down. With a shake of my head, they’re gone. I blink and they’re back. Suddenly, for the first time in my life, I have a gate that seems easy to close.

      “Mack?” I put my hand on his shoulder. He’s smiling, shaking his head as he walks a circle around Snow. “Professor, are you alright?”

      Mack turns to me and slaps my upper arm. “It’s Snow!” he says, laughing. “He’s here. He’s right here.”

      “We know, buddy,” Luther says. “We watched him… I don’t even know what the word is… separate from you?”

      “What did it look like?” Mack asks, his hand on Snow’s thick furry neck.

      “Gross,” I tell him. “Really gross.”

      Mack looks down at his hands. He frowns then trails a finger through the air, bringing with it a gust of wind so strong I can barely stay standing. “This is it,” he says. “Nova’s blood… it separated us so we can both help her. Before, I had to choose. Either my elemental powers or Snow’s strength. Now, we have both.”

      “Has it been done before?” Kole asks, swotting away some tree roots that are slithering along the ground toward him; drawn to his supercharged earth affinity like moths to a flame. 

      “Never.” Mack is still staring at Snow with awe and wonder in his eyes. Snow nudges him out of the way and heads for the water. Without looking back at Mack, he wades in then starts to swim. 

      “Looks like he’s pleased to be free of you,” Luther chuckles. 

      “Looks like it.” Mack scratches his beard, which is still laced with Nova’s blood.

      “Can you hear him?” I ask, tapping my head. “Feel him?”

      Mack nods. “He’s still in there. I’m still inside him. But now we’re separate, too.” He pushes his fingers through his hair. “It’s—”

      “A head fuck?” Luther finishes.

      Mack nods. “Yeah, you could say that.”

      Watching Snow lounge lazily in the water, I glance at Kole. “So, she was right. It worked.”

      “It worked,” Kole repeats, following the trail of Nova’s and Sam’s footprints. “Except…”

      I lower my voice. “Except what?”

      “Fated mates. With Mack and Snow separate, doesn’t that make six?”
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      “Sam?” just before the caves, his footprints turn from wolf back to human then disappear. I can’t tell if he went inside or climbed the rocks to the top of the falls, but my instinct says the latter. Instead of climbing, I unfurl my fiery wings—it’s still a freaking buzz feeling them unleash—and soar upward.

      Sam is close to the edge, sitting with his knees tucked under his chin. When I land in front of him, he barely looks up. 

      I sit down quietly, putting the wings away. “Mack and Snow got separated.” When I eventually speak, Sam frowns and turns to look at me.

      “How?”

      “My blood, I guess.” I gesture to the stains on my wrist; shadows of where the others fed from me.

      “I threw up.” Sam turns back toward the lake and pushes his fingers through his hair. “I couldn’t do it, Nova. The taste in my mouth… it was like acid. I puked, and watching you with the others? Normally, that stuff would be hot as hell but…” He trails off, a shadow crossing his face. “I couldn’t even watch. I had to get away from there.”

      I reach for his hand and slot my fingers between his; a hand I thought for so many years I’d never hold again. 

      “It’s not me, is it?” Sam’s voice is small but deep.

      It brings a knot of emotion to my throat and forces me to screw my eyes closed. When I feel him watching me, I open them and wipe a tear from my cheek. 

      “I’m not one of the five.” Sam meets my gaze, staring deep into my soul, not just my eyes. 

      I can barely breathe. From the second I got back, I knew—and I knew I had to tell him—but now the moment is here, I feel like I’ll break if I have to say the words. I reach for his face and hold it tightly between my hands. “Sam, it doesn’t matter. I still love you.”

      Sam looks down and releases a sorrowful sigh that turns into an ironic laugh. “Of course, it matters.” 

      I duck to meet his eyes. “It doesn’t.” I press his hand to my chest then kiss him, trying desperately to make all the love I feel flow from my lips to his. “I love you. I’m yours. I always will be. It doesn’t matter what the prophecy says.”

      “Who is it?” Sam takes my fingers between his and squeezes. “Mack and Snow? They’re two, not one, so there’s no room for me?”

      I breathe in deeply and bite my lower lip. “No, not them. They’re still one, even if they look like two.”

      “Then who…?” Sam frowns for a moment, then his eyes widen. As realization settles in his face, the heavy weight of the knowledge he now carries claws at my stomach. “Don’t say it.” He stands up and paces away from me. “You don’t need to say it. There’s only one other person it could possibly be.”

      I put my hand on his back and try to make him turn to face me. When he doesn’t, I flit so I’m standing in front of him, sparks fluttering from my skin. “I choose you.” I reach for his neck and grab the ring he has been wearing all this time. Close to his heart. I loop the string over his head, then take the ring and slot it onto my finger. “I still choose you. Fate can tell me how to save the world, but she cannot tell me who to love.”

      “It’s not the same, though, is it?” He smooths his finger over mine, caressing the ring he gave me when he swore he’d love me forever. 

      “Yes, it is. I still need you, Sam. You have to believe me.” I’m crying now, but don’t bother to wipe the tears away. As my emotions swirl and flicker, a cold wind blows across the top of the falls. Sam studies me for a long moment, then folds me into his arms. 

      He kisses the top of my head. “I believe you, Nova. I’m just sorry I’m not enough.”
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        * * *

      

      Sam refuses to leave the cliffs. He tells me he needs some time and asks me to break the news to the others so he doesn’t have to hear it again. On the beach, they have cleaned themselves up and are waiting for me. Snow is lying on the sand, licking his large paws. Mack is next to him, but stands up when he sees me. 

      “Are you alright?” I can’t stop looking at him next to Snow. In a strange way, their mannerisms are the same; the way their heads move, and their eyes follow me.

      “I’m fine, Little Star. What about Sam?” Mack hands me a mug of coffee. On the ground next to the fire sits the remains of our camping equipment from the caves.

      I take it and move to stand with my bare feet in the shallows of the lake. The cold lapping against my toes is comforting.

      “He couldn’t drink my blood. It made him sick.” Before the others can speak, I hold up my palm to show I’m not done talking. “Sam figured it out before I could tell him, and he asked me to tell you all.”

      “Figured what out? Tell us what?” Tanner and Mack exchange a worried glance.

      “Sam…” My voice falters, but I shake my head when Luther attempts to comfort me. Turning to Kole, I say, “Do you remember what the voice told us? When it said we should find the werewolf and I was convinced it meant Sam?”

      Kole nods, his fingers twitching at his sides. “I remember.”

      “Well, it seems we got the wrong werewolf.” I try to smile, but it doesn’t work. The smile falters and I force out a heavy breath, trying not to cry again. “Sam isn’t one of my fated mates. My blood couldn’t help him—couldn’t make him stronger or more equipped to fight.” I shake my hands at my sides to try and release the burning tension in my muscles. “Sam isn’t the werewolf I was supposed to find.”

      “Then who the hell is?” Luther asks darkly.

      I close my eyes and force out the name I’ve been holding back since I returned. “Nico.”
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      Nova wants us to wait for Sam but Mack volunteers to stay. “Rev and Sarah will be waiting for news,” he says. “I’ll be okay with Snow. We’ll make sure Sam gets back safely.”

      Knotting her fingers together in front of her stomach, Nova looks genuinely torn. “I don’t want him to think…” She bites her lower lip as her words catch in her throat.

      “He won’t. He just needs some time to get used to the idea. It’s a lot to take in for all of us.”

      Trying to make light of the situation, Tanner punches Mack lightly on the arm and says, “You just want time alone so you can play with your new air bending skills.”

      Mack and Snow, at the same time, shoot him a withering stare. Snow even releases a low grumble from the back of his throat, which makes Luther laugh. “Ha, there’s two of them to gang up on you now, Tanner.” 

      Usually when we’re like this—gently cajoling each other, teasing, and laughing—Nova smiles. She loves to see us behaving like brothers, making fun of each other, punching each other on the arm, occasionally hugging. But right now, she just looks sad and confused.

      It’ll be okay, Little Star. I send my voice to slither through her, hoping it brings comfort. Sam will be okay. No one can tell you not to love him, even if he isn’t— 

      “I know,” she says out loud, making the others all turn and look at her. “Sorry,” she breathes. “I didn’t mean to snap. I told him I still love him, but it didn’t seem to help. Even if he’s not one of the five, who says I can’t have six or seven mates if I want them?”

      I catch Tanner raising his eyebrows; clearly, he’s okay with Nova being in a relationship with the five of us, but not quite okay with her adding another three or four mages to the mix.

      “I just don’t know if Sam gets it.” She turns to Mack and folds herself in his arms, tucking her head under his chin. “Rhone, please try to make him see that this isn’t the end of everything. Just because he didn’t drink my blood, it doesn’t mean there isn’t a bond between us, and it doesn’t mean I love Nico. Because I don’t. He might be part of this, but he’s not part of my heart.” She looks up at Mack again and says, “Promise me you’ll make Sam understand?”

      Mack kisses her forehead. “I’ll do my best, Little Star.” Then he strides off up the beach with Snow ambling behind him.

      Seeing the two of them like that will never stop being weird; in all the years I’ve known Mack, I don’t think it ever properly sank in that he and Snow were one being—that Snow was living inside there somewhere. 

      Even after all the times I saw him shift from Mack to Snow then from Snow to Mack, there’s something about seeing them next to each other—the way they move and the way they look at each other, and the way they talk as if they genuinely understand what the other is saying—that brings their relationship into sharp relief.

      They really are one, a part of each other’s psyche, two halves of a whole.

      “They’re all right, aren’t they?” Nova says as we strive towards the trees. 

      “They’re fine,” I tell her, moving a branch out of her way, even though she doesn’t need me to. “Stop worrying, Nova. They’re okay. We all are.”

      For a while, we walk in silence. The energy of the forest swirls around me, presses down on my limbs, and makes my muscles twitch. Usually, I have to tune myself into it but since I drank Novus blood, it’s like the earth’s energy is a part of me and I’m a part of it. 

      I can move it without really thinking; I didn’t mean to make those vines twirl around Nova’s wrists and ankles. They just did it, like they knew that was what I wanted without me having to even say anything. 

      I glance at Tanner, wondering if he’s struggling with an onslaught of emotion. As if he can tell what I’m thinking, he says, “I can switch it off—thoughts, emotions, stuff I usually have to try really hell-damned hard to get out of my head. It’s like I can shut it off now. I can just flip a switch and boom, I’m alone in my own head. It’s fucking crazy.” He smiles and scrapes his fingers through his floppy hair. 

      His face is lighter, as if a literal weight has been lifted from him. 

      “Then when I do open it up, it’s more intense than ever.” He breathes out hard, looking ahead to where Nova and Luther walk side-by-side. “I think she was right. I think this is what we had to do but—”

      I raise my eyebrows waiting for him to continue.

      “What does it mean for Nico? He has to drink from her too? And then what? I mean he’s not just Nico anymore—he’s a fucking Hellhound. What’s Nova’s blood going to do to him?”

      “Maybe it will get rid of the hound, maybe it’ll turn him back into himself,” I reply.

      “But what would be the point in that? If she needs a werewolf, she already has Sam.”

      “Tanner,” I sigh, my jaw twitching, “I know I’m supposed to have the answers, but I don’t know. Nova’s the one now—the one with all the visions, and all the plans. I did my part and now I’m just doing what she tells me to.”

      Tanner wrinkles his nose and makes a gesture with his mouth that’s not quite a smile. “Must feel like shit,” he says, “not being the all-knowing one anymore.”

      I nudge him with my elbow and tell him to fuck off, which makes Luther turn around from up ahead and hush at us to be quiet because we’re approaching the town. 

      Under my breath, I say, “Actually, it feels pretty nice.”
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      Back at the apartment, Rev, Sarah, and Nico are waiting in the kitchen.

      “Where the fuck have you been?” Rev shouts, striding towards us as if she’s going to wag her finger and give us all a detention. “I was watching from the window. I saw what happened, and then you all just left! You walked off. You didn’t think to come back here and let us know that you were all right.”

      “If you were watching, you knew we were all right.” Luther smirks, heading for the fridge. He takes out a bottle of water for himself, then throws one to Tanner while Nova reaches around him and grabs a carton of orange juice.

      “Well?” Rev says, putting her hands on her hips. “What happened?” She narrows her eyes. “Nova is that blood in your hair?”

      Nova takes a strand of hair between her thumb and forefinger. A slow smile twitches her lips, but she shakes it away and says, “Long story, Rev.”

      In the corner of the room, Sarah says nothing just fiddles with the hem of her cardigan and keeps looking furtively at Nico, as if she’s worried he’s going to rip her head off at any second. She watches the door, but when it doesn’t open again, she says, “Where is Sam? Why isn’t he with you? And Mack?”

      “There’s a lot we need to explain,” Nova says, sitting down at the table. For the first time since she returned, she seems tired. But she rallies and straightens her shoulders as she says, “I’m going to move quickly, so pay attention.” She looks from Sarah to Rev then, just as she promised, rapidly reels off what happened by the lake.

      She tells them we drank her blood, and that we are now supercharged mages capable of pretty much anything. She tells them that Mack and Snow split into two separate creatures, and then she pauses. She squeezes the carton and it crumples beneath her fingers. It’s empty, so she throws it into the trash and starts to pace.

      I want to do something to help. I want to do something to make her feel better, but I can’t think of anything. The others can’t either.

      Finally, she stops and says, “Kole and I were wrong about Sam.” 

      A quivering silence hangs in the air. 

      Sarah looks as nervous as usual, and Nico? Well, I still can’t tell what Nico is thinking. “Sam?” he says. “Is he okay?”

      Nova turns to look at him. He is the same as he always was; lanky, unassuming, with a placid face and irritating hair. “Are you feeling better?” she asks, not answering his question.

      “I feel more like myself.” He looks past Nova at Rev, then continues, “Rev’s been helping me. The voices are gone now.”

      “There were voices?” Luther asks roughly. “Nova, are you sure we need this guy?”

      Nova shoots Luther a frustrated stare. 

      From her corner, Sarah says, “What are you talking about?” She has taken her wand from her pocket. I don’t think she intends to use it, but she is moving it from one hand the other. “Please Nova, where is Sam?”

      Nova inhales slowly. Looking at Nico instead of Sarah, she says, “Sam is not one of my fated mates.” 

      My stomach lurches. Just to say those words must be killing her. The blood bond we share, stronger now than ever and surging in my veins, tells me to go to her. Make her feel better. Soothe her. Take away the ache in her heart.

      “We thought he was because we have such a strong bond.” She inhales sharply, like she’s in physical pain. “When the voice told us to look for a werewolf, we assumed it was talking about Sam because I wanted it to be him. When Kole’s mother showed us a vision of the Original Six, we assumed it was Sam because he looked…” She hesitates then makes herself say it. “Because he looked so much like you.”

      Nico’s face remains completely still. Even his eyes barely move. I try to focus on him and Nova instead of the pounding dread in my ears when I think of the voice and my mother’s part in it. I should tell Nova, but not now. She has more important things to worry about right now.

      “Nico? Can you hear me?” Nova asks.

      Nico dips his head almost imperceptibly. “I hear you. I just don’t understand.” 

      Nova bites back a sigh and swallows hard. “When Sam tasted my blood, it made him sick. He couldn’t swallow it. He couldn’t even watch the others—” She stops, her cheeks flushing a little. “He knew it before I even said anything, and I knew it as soon as I came back.” She steadies herself with the back of one of the kitchen chairs. “It’s not Sam I need for the final fight. I love him and I always will, and I don’t love you, Nico, not even a little bit—” Her voice hardens and pride swells in my belly as I watch her square up to the man who once hurt her so much. “But I do need you.” 

      “What do you need me to do?” Nico asks, drawing back his shoulders. This time, he isn’t scared like he was before—when he was pathetic and terrified of putting himself in danger—just utterly clueless about how he could be of any help.

      Nova glances at the door and taps her foot nervously. “I wanted to do this when we were all together, but I don’t know when Mack and Sam are coming back, and we have a timeline to stick to.” She pulls out the chair and sits down.

      As if she can tell Nova needs either some caffeine or some sugar, Rev presses a mug of coffee into her hands. Nova sighs and stares into it for a moment, then looks up. 

      “Nico is our way in into The Hollow. He’s a Hellhound shifter now not a werewolf, which means he can get through the barrier.”

      “Can’t you do that?” Luther asks her. 

      “No, Luther. I’m powerful but even I can’t break Eve’s protection spell on the mansion. It’s reinforced with The Shadow King’s dark magick. But if Nico gets inside, he can do what you were trying to do before the ritual.” She looks at me and my stomach turns. 

      She knew what we were doing. Even though she wasn’t here, she knew, which means she knew we had failed her.

      Turning back to Nico, Nova steeples her fingers together and says, “Nico, you’re the only one who can do this. Trust me, I wouldn’t be asking unless I had to.”

      Nico hangs his head, but Nova stands and dips hers to meet his eyes. “You put Sam’s life before your own when you jumped in front of your father’s blade, so I’m hoping you have the guts to do that for the rest of humanity, too. Because you are genuinely the only one who can get into that mansion.”

      “What do I do when I get inside?” Nico asks quietly.

      Nova glances at Luther, Tanner, and me, then stares right into Nico’s eyes and says, “You rip out Eve’s throat, so the barrier comes down, and we do the rest.”
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      “Does it really need to be tonight?” Tanner asks as I lift a knife from the kitchen drawer. Taking in the shining blade, he gulps and slips his hand around my wrist. His eyes shift. A moment ago, they were dazzlingly bright but now they are darker. Searching. He’s opening his mind, sifting through my feelings to make sure I’m not hiding a knot of fear or apprehension. 

      I let him look. I meet his eyes and show him I’m feeling both. As he inhales sharply with the force of my emotion, I stroke his face and whisper, “Just because I’m afraid, doesn’t mean we should wait.”

      “Why tonight?” Luther is holding a bottle of whiskey but has yet to pour himself a glass. The three of us, and Kole, are alone. Shortly after I told him I wanted him to kill Eve, Nico freaked out and ran to the bathroom. Rev went after him, and Sarah took the opportunity to shut herself back in her room, telling us to make sure we let her know the second Sam returns.

      “Nico has to get into The Hollow tonight because tomorrow morning, he must kill Eve and tomorrow night, we must end this.”

      “Nova, you got back less than twenty-four hours ago. We’ve barely had a chance to absorb it all or to talk about what happened while you were gone.” Luther puts the whiskey bottle down, his fingers moving to the ring hanging around his neck. 

      “It has to be fast because this time we’re taking control,” I tell him. “We are doing this on our timeline—not his.” I smile and put the knife down on the kitchen worktop, then slot one hand into his and one into Tanner’s.

      “But tonight…” Luther grips my fingers.

      “I want it to be over.” I look past him at Kole, who’s been watching me carefully. “I want all of this to be over, so the six of us can be normal.”

      Tanner stares at me for a moment, then chuckles. “You realize that’s an oxymoron, right? Six people in a relationship isn’t what most people would call normal.”

      “It’s our normal,” I say gently, opening my arm so that Kole joins us for a three-way hug.

      We’re nuzzling into each other, and I’m starting to think about taking the three of them into the shower and having them help me wash the remnants of dried blood from my skin, when we hear thundering footsteps in the stairwell.

      Kole hurries to open the door and welcomes in Mack, then Sam, then Snow—who pushes the kitchen table out of the way so he can fit into the room.

      Rev emerges from the bathroom just in time to see one of her favorite vases go flying, but Mack swiftly catches it with a plume of air. Unimpressed, Rev plucks it from mid-air and sets it down near the TV. “Well, shit,” she says. “Snow, it’s good to see you. But I’m not sure there’s room for a two-ton bear in my apartment.”

      “He doesn’t weigh—” Mack starts to correct her but, catching her raised eyebrow, stops and clears his throat. “I can’t be separated from him,” he says, a slight tremor in his voice. “If there’s not room, we can sleep on the roof.”

      “No. You can’t.” Rev folds her arms, taps her foot on the floor, then huffs and says, “We’ll make do.”

      “It won’t be for long,” I tell her. 

      She meets my eyes. When she glances back at the bathroom, there’s a protectiveness in her stance that I hadn’t noticed before. “He’s barely himself, Nova. Does it have to be tonight?”

      I don’t repeat what I said to the others, but nod at her and mirror her pose, crossing my arms over my stomach. “It does.” I turn and pick up the knife, then reach into the cupboard above the stove and take out a glass. “If I fill this, will you take it to him?”

      Rev inhales slowly, then nods. 

      “Nova?” Mack looks from me to the knife. 

      Setting the glass down in the sink, I raise the blade to my palm. All at once, the five of them lurch toward me.

      “It’s okay.” I pause with the metal close to my skin. “I’ll heal.” I flick back my hair to show them there are no wounds on my neck. “It won’t be deep. I’ll heal.”

      As I pierce my palm with the tip of the knife, everyone but Kole looks away from me. When I wince, he steps forward and takes hold of my wrist for me, tilting the stream of blood toward the waiting vessel.

      “How much?” he asks softly.

      “I’m not sure. How much do you think you drank?”

      Kole shakes his head, moistening his lips as if he can still taste me. “This should be enough.” He nods at the glass then grabs a dishcloth to stem the flow of blood.

      While Tanner winds the cloth around my hand, Kole hands the glass to Rev. She sucks in her cheeks. Her nose twitches when she looks at it. “I’ll see he drinks it.”

      “Rev, do you need company? We don’t know what will happen.” Mack moves across the room, but Rev lifts her palm at him and shakes her head.

      “I trust him. If I need you, I’ll shout.”

      Mack stops beside Snow, who is sniffing the air.

      Quietly, Rev closes the bathroom door. When she’s gone, Sam finally crosses the room and wraps his arms around my waist. Burying his face in my neck, he breathes me in and runs his hands up my back. “I’m sorry,” he whispers. “I was hurt and angry. I’ve always wondered what use I was to you when the others are so strong…” He pulls back, his dark curly hair falling over his face. 

      I brush it free and stroke his stubbled jawline. “You have nothing to be sorry for, but you have to believe me when I say that you are still part of this. I don’t love Nico. He’s not even feeding from me. Just drinking it like a nasty shot in a skanky bar.”

      Sam chuckles a little and lightly pinches my lower lip, then kisses it, then me. “Tell me what you need from me, Nova. I might not be a super powerful mage or a Hellhound from another dimension, but I’m in this with you. I’ll do anything you need.”

      “I know.” I reach down and playfully squeeze his butt. “And I’ll let you know what I need later. But first…” I unfurl the cloth from my hand and flex my fingers to show off my undamaged palm. “We need to discuss the exciting part.” I spin in Sam’s arms and, while he hugs my stomach, look at Tanner. He frowns and tilts his head at me. Grinning, I wriggle my eyebrows. “Want to do something really cool?”
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      “How cool?” I ask, nudging a chair out from behind Snow so I can sit down. He huffs at me, then barges through to the living room and lowers himself onto the rug like some overgrown sort of dog.

      Nova levers herself onto the countertop and sits swinging her legs. She shivers and glances at the bathroom door. “We’ll get Nico into The Hollow’s grounds before sunrise. The Hellhounds sleep during the day, so he can bunk up with them.”

      “Can he control his shifts well enough to do that?” Sam asks, sitting down next to me. 

      “He’s in there drinking Nova’s blood,” Luther says gruffly. “Pretty sure by the time he’s done, he’ll be stronger. Physically and mentally.”

      I reach for Sam’s shoulder and squeeze it gently. “I think Luther’s right. My head is clearer than it has been in a long time. After I jumped to find you…” I tap my skull with my knuckles. “Things up here were hard to control. Now, it’s like the fog has lifted. Like I can breathe again. Hopefully, her blood will do the same for Nico.”

      Sam nods slowly, pressing his lips together. I don’t have to search his feelings to know he’s finding all of this impossibly hard; the idea that we are all going to have a piece of Nova that he can’t have must be almost killing him. And the fact Nico is to be a part of this, but he isn’t? I move my hand to rub his back. He doesn’t pull away, but he doesn’t relax either. 

      “When do I kill the witch?” The bathroom door has opened, and Nico is standing just behind Snow. 

      Snow sniffs the air, staring in Nico’s direction, then heaves himself to his feet and moves so his nose is inches away from Nico’s face. Mack watches, but doesn’t step in.

      To my surprise, Nico doesn’t falter or look scared. He stands stock still, staring down at the huge polar bear whose jaws are within easy biting distance of his throat. “It worked,” he says, looking past Snow at us. “I can feel it.” He shudders and rubs his upper arms. “I’m stronger, and my head is clear. So, when do I kill the witch?”

      Grumbling, Snow moves just enough to let Nico past. When Rev appears, he lets her stroke his head and returns to the rug.

      Something about Nico is different. He moves more confidently all of a sudden, like whatever was inside him that made him feel weak and pathetic has been replaced by something stronger. 

      Nova assesses him carefully. She’s gripping the counter but has stopping swinging her legs. “You’ll break through the barrier before sunrise, then sleep with the Hellhounds until mid-day.”

      “The werewolves are usually sleeping then, too. They stay up all night partying and fucking,” Mack says darkly.

      I frown at him; I had no idea he’d strayed so close to The Hollow while he was gone. Close enough to know what was going on inside.

      “Good. That will give Nico time.” Nova watches him as he crosses the room and stops in front of her. 

      “I’ll kill her while the others are sleeping,” he says.

      Nova nods. “It has to be quiet. No one must know.”

      Nico rolls his tongue over his top teeth and pushes his jet-black hair from his face. I look from him to Sam. His hair is straight, and Sam’s is curly, but they share the same dark features and—now that Nico’s demeanor is less insipid—they resemble each other more than ever. 

      “If you look like one of her hounds, she’ll trust you,” Kole says. 

      Nico’s jaw twitches. “I can do it,” he says. “It will be done.”

      “Are you sure?” Rev is leaning against the wall near the window, looking down at the street. She turns slowly. “Nico, you don’t have to do this.”

      “Yeah, he fucking does,” Luther barks. “I’m sorry, Rev, but he has to do this.”

      She meets Nico’s eyes. Something has happened between the two of them in the last few days; there’s a bond that wasn’t there before. And there’s a fear in Rev’s face that I haven’t seen before either.

      “I’ll be okay,” he tells her, but Rev looks quickly away, back at the window, and hugs her arms around her waist.

      “You’ll need to time it right,” Nova says, breaking the silence. “So there’s not too big a window for someone to find out she’s missing.”

      “When do we get to the cool part?” I lean forward, arms on my knees. “You promised me something cool, Little Star.”

      She raises her eyebrows and smiles at me. “Depends if you’re up for it.”

      “When is Tanner not up for anything you suggest?” Luther quips, his hand resting on Nova’s thigh.

      Flashing him a knowing smile, Nova then shimmies her shoulders and hops down from the counter. “Okay, guys, listen up because this is the important part… as soon as Eve’s dead, her spells will stop working. Kole, Mack, Luther, and Snow, you’ll be in the woods waiting for my signal. Rev, Sarah, Sam, you’ll be back here in the town square doing the same.”

      Sam blinks at her but doesn’t object to being told to stay behind. 

      “And what will you and I be doing?” I ask. “I’d love to think you’re going to say something sexy, but I get the feeling it’ll be a bit more life-threatening than that.”

      Nova meets my eyes. “You’re right.” She walks over and puts her hands on my shoulders. I sit up straight and take hold of her waist. “You and I, Tanner? We’re going to raise the dead.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            41

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NICO

        TEN HOURS LATER

      

      

      I’m almost at the door when I hear footsteps behind me. Rev trots quickly down the stairs. She’s wearing pajamas and a bright yellow robe, her hair wrapped in a similarly bright, patterned scarf. I smile and fold my arms. “You look good when you’re worried,” I tell her. 

      She taps her foot and shakes her head at me. “I’m not worried,” she says. “You’ll be fine.”

      “Then why did you chase me down here when we already did a big group goodbye upstairs?” I raise my eyes toward the apartment, where the others just gave me slaps on the back, brief handshakes, and encouraging words like, You’ve got this, Nico, and, See you soon, Nico as if they suddenly care whether I live or die.

      Sam was the only one who meant it when he told me to stay safe. The others, even Nova, just see me as a means to an end. And who can blame them? The bad things I’ve done in my life far outweigh the good. I’m not arrogant enough to believe otherwise.

      “Because I wanted to say…” There’s a tightness to Rev’s voice that makes me smile. 

      “You don’t have to say anything.”

      “I wanted to say…” She takes the last few steps in two strides and stands in front of me. She’s my height, and her lips are suddenly tantalizingly close to mine. “Do not die.” She stares at me, and the commanding tone of her voice sends a shiver down my spine. 

      “Yes, Ma’am,” I mutter.

      Rev’s eyes soften. She nods but doesn’t hug or touch me. “Good,” she says sharply. Then she gestures to the door.

      I want to kiss her. Since the moment I entered her apartment and saw her shining face, I wanted to kiss her, but something tells me that will only happen when she gives permission for it. So, I just turn away and step out into the street.

      Of course, Sam offered to go with me. But it’s not quite sunrise and the streets are too dangerous. For a Hellhound, they’re okay. For anything non-demonic they’re a death-risk.

      Making my way from the apartment toward the woods, the dark, pulsating energy of The Split calls to me. The demon living inside my head scrapes its claws at my insides. It longs to be near others of its kind. Soon, it will be.

      I shift before I reach the woods. It’s easy this time; Nova’s blood saw to that. The second it touched my lips I knew I was about to become part of something so much bigger than myself. 

      Her essence and her power cleared my vision and turbo charged both parts of me, the human and the demon. The demon is hungrier and more desperate for bloodshed, but the human now has the power to control it. 

      Whatever happened to me when I was gone, wherever I was, whatever thoughts tormented me… none of it matters anymore. Her blood has cleansed me, and now I will help her cleanse the world of the evil my parents brought here.

      Finally, I’m about to do something worthwhile. 

      “You’ve already done that. You saved me,” Sam whispered when I told him I was ready to make amends for the lies and deceit of my previous life with The League.

      I appreciated the sentiment, but he was wrong. I may have started to atone, but I have a long way to go. And the journey starts here. At The Hollow.

      The building looms large in front of me. A huge slash splits the grounds in two. The fountain on one side, the trees and the river on the other. The Split groans and bubbles with heat. I picture the demons below, clamoring for their turn—their chance—to rise and enter the human world. But the sun is about to rise, so whatever is left down there will have to wait until the next sunset. 

      Rev says it’s the power of the moon that helps them ascend and that—because they are not yet accustomed to the light—the sun burns their flesh. Even though the sky is tainted with blood-red hues, and the sun is obscured behind swollen red clouds, they must stay in the dark. At least, for now.

      There are powerful astrologers, Rev’s family, and she knows more about demons than anyone I’ve ever met. Perhaps that’s why she is the easiest to be around; because she doesn’t fear me the way the others do.

      I walk beside The Split, its energy bleeding up into my paws and making the hunger for blood beat stronger in my ribs. I see Eve ahead of me on the steps. At the same time, I sense them approaching. 

      Hellhounds who look just like me slither out of the darkness and press close to my sides. We walk as a pack toward the steps. They accept me as one of them, not sensing that I am anything other than their kin.

      Eve opens her arms and coos, “My children, you are returned. Have you had fun?” She stops and frowns. Her eyes scan the pack in front of her. “There is one more,” she says.

      The other hounds growl, so I do too. 

      She stares for another long moment, then claps her hands with glee. “You found your lost brother!” she cries, although she clearly does not know which of us is the new addition to her flock. “Clever babies,” she murmurs, trotting down to stroke and pet and kiss us.

      When we have finished licking her hands and face, she stands and claps a second time. “Bedtime,” she says. “Off to the stables. You need your beauty sleep.”

      Immediately, the others start running. Jostled along with them, I run too. We run close to the house, across a narrow stretch of ground at the pinched end of The Split. When we reach the stables, the hounds flop down in a large bed of straw and almost instantly fall asleep. 

      I curl on the outskirts of the group. Their stench catches in my throat and makes me nauseous. They sleep noisily, grunting, gnashing their teeth, scratching their bedding with their large, curled claws. While they sleep, I wait.
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      “Little Star, what you’re talking about doing…” Mack smooths his firm hands over my shoulders. My skin is still carrying remnants of my blood, as is Mack’s beard. We should have showered last night, but there was too much talking. Hours and hours of talking, and they are still not convinced of my plan.

      Reaching around me, Mack turns on the shower over the bathtub. 

      “I like it hot,” I tell him, increasing the temperature with a blink that instantly fills the room with steam.

      “Nova.” Mack’s voice is stern. He meets my eyes and tucks my hair behind my ear. “I don’t doubt your power. Not for a second. But this is a level of dark magick no one here has ever seen, let alone played with.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong.” I hook my arms around his neck and wriggle closer. “It’s not dark magick. It’s the opposite.”

      “Raising the dead? You think that’s—”

      Before he can finish speaking, I press my finger to his lips. “I don’t want to talk anymore. We’ve talked all night. I’ve said all there is to say.”  I slide my other hand down his front and tease the line of hair that disappears beneath his waistband.

      Mack growls and reluctantly takes hold of my waist, the bulge in his pants already straining to be set free.

      “I want you to show me how much you missed me, Daddy.”

      Roughly, he pulls me closer, so my hips press against his. “You know how much I missed you.”

      Stepping away, I peel off my clothes and drop them to the floor. Mack catches my hand and makes me stand in front of him. His eyes roam my body as if he’s trying to memorize every inch, then he takes off his clothes too. 

      The piece of blue string around his neck looks strange against the salt and pepper hair on his chest. He catches me looking at it and loops it over his head. Removing the ring, he drops to his knees in front of me and slides it back onto my finger. 

      I smile down at him as his hands roam up over my stomach. When they reach my waist, he spins me around, then stands and spanks my ass so hard the sound makes me yelp. “In the shower,” he growls. “Now.”

      Eagerly, I step into Rev’s tub and stand under the stream of hot water. When Mack joins me, I rub his beard to free it of the blood stains, then pull his face to mine and kiss him. 

      Before I can ease my hand down between us and take hold of him, Mack spins me around to face the cool, tiled wall. With one swift, practiced movement, he’s inside me, hooking my leg up to balance my knee on the side of the bath. He holds me still, pressing the weight of his chest into my back, then reaches for the shower head. 

      For a moment, he simply washes me with it; moves it over my back, and down my arms, and over my hips, all while his dick remains perfectly still inside my cunt. 

      Then he jerks my hips back, making room for his hand to move in front of me. He changes the setting on the shower head. The pressure stings my inner thigh. “Where do you want it?” Mack whispers as he finally moves inside me; easing out, pausing, then ramming back in with a force that makes me hum. 

      “You know where I want it, Daddy.”

      At the sound of the word daddy on my lips, Mack sighs heavily and scrapes his teeth along my bare, wet shoulder. He presses the jet of water to my clit, holding me close, running his spare hand up and down my body while the other moves the shower in tantalizing circles.

      I orgasm hard, grab the shower head, and pull it from his hand because the pressure is too much. The water sprays up onto the ceiling, covering the bathroom and our faces with its mist. I reach for the taps, but Mack holds me in place. “You’re not going anywhere until you come again,” he growls.

      His fingers arrive at my clit. The bathroom is soaking wet. Mack puts his hand around my throat and tilts my head up so I’m looking at him. 

      He thrusts into me as he says, “Did Sam tell you what I did to him in the woods?”

      My knees almost buckle. I knew something happened between the two of them. “No,” I moan, bracing my hands against the wall. 

      “I wrapped my hand around his cock,” Mack says breathlessly. “Held it tight against my own. Both of us, in my hand.”

      Another moan flutters from my lips as Mack teases my sensitive core with both his dick and his fingers. 

      “We came at the same time, then Sam licked it from my fingers.”

      “Holy stars, Mack…” I slam back onto him as a second orgasm rattles through me. The steam is so thick now I can barely see. Someone bangs on the door.

      “Guys, what the hell? You’re steaming up the whole fucking apartment.” Tanner yells. 

      The thought of Tanner listening makes me yell louder as the orgasm settles gently on my skin. Like a gentle breeze, it keeps rolling over me as Mack punches the wall. 

      “Let me watch.” I pull away from him, so he’s standing with his throbbing dick in his hand. “Show me how nicely you can come for me, Professor.”

      Mack meets my eyes and, barely a second later, he shoots ropes of hot cum into the bathtub. It paints my toes creamy white but is soon washed away.

      With shaking legs, I grab the showerhead as Mack turns it off at the tap.

      He trails a line of kisses up my spine, then spins me around and moves to my lips. “I love you,” he mutters, nuzzling my neck. “Don’t leave me again, Nova.” He stands back and meets my eyes. “Whatever’s about to happen, don’t leave me again.”

      “Never.” I kiss the bridge of his nose, then squeeze his far-too-perfect butt. “Never again, Daddy, I promise.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When we emerge in the living room, clean but flushed, a round of applause breaks out. Luther and Tanner whoop and whistle. Kole thumps the table. Even Sam is laughing. Thankfully, Rev and Sarah are nowhere to be seen, and Snow is snoring loudly enough from the other bedroom that perhaps they didn’t hear what was going on.

      I roll my eyes and saunter to the kitchen to make coffee.

      “Shame we only had the soundtrack instead of the live show,” Tanner says. Looking over at me, he adds, “Excuse me, Little Star, I need to…” He looks down, adjusts a bulge in his pants, and disappears into the bathroom, closing the door behind him.

      Luther rolls his eyes but looks equally uncomfortable in his seat.

      “Shouldn’t we get some sleep?” Mack asks gently. 

      Wrapped in a towel, hair damp on my shoulders, I wait for the kettle to boil and shake my head. “Don’t think I could sleep now if I tried. I’m too wired.”

      Mack looks rather pleased with himself.

      “Not just because of that,” I tell him.

      “I know.” He kisses my forehead. His towel is slung delightfully low on his hips. I glance at Sam and catch him studying the outline of Mack’s butt from his seat at the kitchen table. Sitting down next to him, I cross one leg over the other and whisper, “I heard about your woodland encounter with the professor.”

      Sam’s eyes widen, and his cheeks flush.

      “When do I get the action replay?” I ask, wriggling my eyebrows at him.

      “What replay?” Luther asks butting in.

      “Never you mind.” I gesture to the kettle, and he rolls his eyes but obliges by taking it off the heat and setting out six mugs. When he puts my coffee down in front of me, he kneels and runs his hands up the inside of my legs, stopping just under the hem of my towel. “So, you don’t want to sleep. What do you want to do while we wait for sunset?”

      Leaning forward, giving Luther a view of my cleavage that makes him moisten his lips, I put my hands on his shoulders and whisper, “You know what I’d really like to do?”

      A low grumble comes from Luther’s throat. 

      “I’d like to eat some of Kole’s pancakes, drink my coffee, then snuggle down and watch a movie with my boyfriends.” 

      Luther smiles ruefully at me. He sighs a little, but then stands and kisses my forehead. “If that’s what you want, Little Star. That’s what we’ll do.”

      I hop up from my seat and kiss him firmly on the lips. “Although,” I say slowly. “I could be persuaded to come up with something else to pass the time. If you can catch me…”

      Luther frowns. Before he fully understands what I’m saying, I race across the room, letting my towel drop. Kole catches me, flinging his arms around my naked waist, but I kick my legs, squeal, and send a heat to my limbs that makes him yell. He lets go, and I wrestle free.

      “That’s cheating,” he growls.

      “Then you’ll have to punish me, won’t you?” I back into the corner, Luther and Kole advancing toward me, shoulders squared, biceps twitching. 

      I catch Sam watching us and meet his eyes. Slowly, he rises from his chair. Mack pats his shoulder. “I’ll make the pancakes,” he says. “You go get your girl.”

      As Sam joins Luther and Kole, penning me in with looks on their faces that make my heart race, Tanner emerges from the bathroom. He clocks what’s happening, mutters, “Sweet,” and rubs his hands together. 

      Four of them and one of me? That’s a ratio I can get on board with.
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      Every minute feels like an hour. I watch the light through the stable door but, with its scarlet hue, it’s almost impossible to tell the passing of time. Instead of thinking, I count. The seconds, the minutes, the hours. 

      When it reaches what I’m sure is close to mid-day, I crawl free from the Hellhounds’ nest. Outside, The Split is dark. Just a large, cavernous hole that divides the lawn in two then snakes into the woods and through the center of Phoenix Falls.

      As a hound, my vision is strange. Like I’m looking at everything through a curved fishbowl. As a wolf, it was never like this. Things splinter and shudder. Sounds are louder. Smells are violent assaults on my nostrils. 

      I head for the steps and locate Eve’s scent. She reeks of death. Like she’s rotting from the inside out. Possibly, after all the F.H.B. she’s consumed, she is.

      In the house, everything is silent. The place is filthy. Excrement and blood and filth fill the rooms. 

      Like an apocalypse has ripped through the entire place, weeds and vines creep up from the floor to break huge cracks in the walls and windows. Splinters of glass crunch beneath my feet. 

      The times I spent here with Nova and the others feel like they took place in a different lifetime. To a different person. 

      I pass Mack’s study. It is empty, but Eve was here at some point because I can smell her in it. I smell Ragnor too. His scent grows stronger as I approach the living room; the one with the huge fireplace and the comfortable sofa. I smell something else, too. Sam’s mother, Elena; a strange mixture of flowers and death. 

      In the entrance hall, I stop, staring at the door behind which Ragnor and Sam’s mother must be sleeping. A fourth scent twitches in the breeze. It is faint, disguised by something acrid and nauseating.

      Mother?

      I spin around, searching for her. She’s here. I smell her. She’s here somewhere. In the house. My heart pummels my ribcage. I want to shift and call her name. Why is she still here? After everything Ragnor did to her and to me? Why would she come back to him?

      I sniff the ground, then follow her scent up the walls into the air. I stop. It’s above me. She is above me.

      Slowly, I raise my eyes. At first, it is too gloomy to see anything. Thick, black, web-like reeds coat the ceiling. Beneath them, something bulges. Pinned like a fly in a spider’s trap. 

      I strain my eyes. The shape solidifies in my vision. I stifle a howl and scoot back, slamming against the wall as I bite down the urge to run.

      My mother’s face stares down at me. Gray cheeks, unblinking eyes, head hanging at an unnatural angle while the black web pins the rest of her body to the ceiling.

      She is dead.

      My mother is dead.
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        * * *

      

      I stare at her for too long. I don’t know how much time has passed or whether I’m about to be discovered at any moment. Eventually, I tear myself away, vowing with every breath in my body that I will return for her when this is done. Vowing that she will at least have a proper burial despite the path she chose to tread with Ragnor.

      I move deeper into the belly of the building. Vines trail along the wooden floorboards, growing thicker and darker the further in I go. 

      Ahead is the ballroom with its chandelier and its pool table, except something tells me those things are no longer there. Something tells me that is where he is. The King.

      I find myself drawn toward it. The door undulates and shifts in front of me. His energy bleeds through into my nose, and my skin, and my lungs. The familiar ice-cold darkness that turned every waking second into torture when I was with him in that place returns. I want to run, yet something inside tells me I need him. I need the pain. I need his darkness to fill me, and blind me, and help me see.

      I reach the door and rub against it, nuzzling it with my furless skull. A howl bites at my throat, but I swallow it down. 

      “Baby, are you lost?” Eve’s voice brings me back to myself. I whimper as she crouches in front of me. “Are you hurt, my love?”

      I lift my paw, then lick it, whining plaintively. 

      She tilts her head. “Poor darling.” She cups my skeletal snout and kisses it. “Come with Mommy.” She drifts off down the hall, patting her hip to tell me I should follow her.

      Tearing myself away from the throbbing call of The King’s darkness, I pad after the witch. In the entrance hall, I try to keep moving but my feet stop of their own accord. The heavy knowledge that my mother is suspended, lifeless, above my head weighs down on me. I don’t want to look at her, but I can’t help it.

      Ahead, Eve stops. She looks back and smiles. “When she’s fermented a little longer, you and your brothers can have her.” She tilts her head and rubs her hands. “I’m glad I only broke her neck. If I hadn’t kept her whole, I wouldn’t be able to watch you tear her apart.” She smooths her palms over her hair and sighs wistfully. “And I will take such joy from that.” She blinks and returns her gaze to me. “Come, we will feed on the wolf later. Now, come, let me look at your foot.” 

      When we reach the kitchen, Eve moves through the filth toward the sink, taking a cloth and muttering something about cleaning my hurt paw, but I whimper again and stand in the doorway.

      Eve tilts her head. “You need to show me something? Did something hurt you?”

      I trot down the steps. Now, she is following me. At first, I have no idea where to take her, but then a flash of memory reminds me of the day I left—through the river—to fetch Nova’s blood results from the hospital. So, I head for the water. 

      We use the same narrow place to cross to the other side of the lawn. At the river bank, panting, Eve catches up with me. I stand at the edge, staring down into the water. She kneels beside me. “What is it, my darling? What have you found for Mommy? Is there something here that hurt you? Some nasty water beasts that crept up from beneath?” She puts her thin hand on my shoulder. 

      I wait, my heart thudding loudly in my ears. Then I let it take over… I let the bloodlust race through my veins. I feel it rip through me, but I don’t make a sound. I fix my eyes on the witch’s face. Eve frowns. She opens her mouth to speak, then I clamp my jaws around her head and rip it from her shoulders.
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      “You’re okay with this?” I take Sam’s hands and pull him away from the group. “I know we haven’t had enough time to talk.” I reach up and brush his curly hair from his face. “I’m sorry.”

      Sam looks down at my fingers, now once again decorated with all five rings. He runs his thumb over the one he gave me. “I’m sorry too.” He presses his forehead to mine then kisses me so deeply I’m almost knocked off my feet. “I love you, Nova. I might not be fated to be a part of this, but I still believe I’m fated to be yours.” He smiles and strokes my hair from my face.

      “From the moment I saw your flash of red hair, standing on the doorstep when I was dropped off at your parents’ house, I knew I would love you forever. I just didn’t know how I’d love you.”

      A sigh hums inside me. I hold him close, my fingers tracing the shadow of his scars, only just noticeable beneath his black t-shirt. When he pulls away from me, Sam looks at the others. “Take care of her. I’ll see you all soon.”

      There’s a moment of hugs and goodbyes between the boys, then Tanner and I stride out ahead with Mack, Snow, Luther, and Kole following.

      When I get to The Cross, I turn and look back. I can make out Sam’s silhouette in the town square. With Rev and Sarah, he will wait for my sign. Then they will bring the supers of Phoenix Falls to The Hollow for one last fight.

      We walk in silence, following The Split all the way to the mansion. As the sun fades in the sky, the hole begins to steam and bubble. Sounds that make me shudder drift up from below us, and the air hums with the threat of darkness. 

      “Where do they hide during the day? The ones who are already here?” I ask Mack.

      He puts his hand on my lower back, the warmth of his palm comforting me. “We believe they’ve made dens in abandoned buildings throughout town. To start with, some of the townsfolk tried to fight back. A group of vigilante vamps took out at least three demon nests before they were caught.”

      “What I want to know is what’s he been doing all this time?” Luther narrows his eyes and looks ahead through the trees. We are almost at The Hollow.

      “The King?” Tanner asks.

      “I hate that we call him a king.” I wrap my arms around my waist and hug myself. “He isn’t my king.”

      “What do you prefer?” Tanner asks, trying to make me smile. “Big fat idiot?”

      “He doesn’t deserve to be named.” I look up at the forest canopy and catch snatches of the darkening red sky. “But we know what he’s been doing; he’s been gathering his strength.”

      Tanner frowns. “Why didn’t he come after you when he learned you were here?”

      I allow myself to smile. “Because he’s a big fat idiot, and because he thinks we are weaker than him.” I point ahead, bracing myself for what’s about to happen. “He’s about to learn he was wrong.”

      The shadowy outline of The Hollow is visible in the distance. The Split now divides the lawn in two, the broken fountain on one side—a tributary of broken ground leading directly from it to The Split itself—and the river on the other.

      I take Tanner’s hand and point to the pile of rubble where the fountain once stood, bright and beautiful on Mack’s lawn. “That’s where we must do it.”

      “There?”

      I nod at him. “It was where they burned the witches. It has to be there.”

      Tanner squeezes my fingers between his, gives the other men a stoic nod, then steps aside so I can say goodbye. This time, there are no tears and no loving whisperings. Instead, I kiss them each on the lips, hug Snow tightly, and simply say, “I’ll see you soon. Watch the sky. You’ll know when it’s time.”

      Carefully, Tanner and I approach the edge of the wood. He picks up a stone and throws it at the place where the barrier should be. Instead of bouncing back, it skitters onto the lawn. So, we move forward.

      “He did it,” I whisper as we break into the open. “Nico killed her.”

      The knowledge that Eve is gone weighs heavy in my gut. After everything she did to us, she is no longer breathing. Under any other circumstances, I’d celebrate but there isn’t time. 

      Ducking behind the fountain so we’re out of view of the house, I smooth my hands over the grass. The sun is about to dip behind the tree line at the back of the house. “We only have a few minutes to make this happen, Tanner. We need them to rise before the demons wake. And before he realizes Eve is gone.”

      “I’ll do my best, Little Star, but I’ve never brought a bunch of angry, burned-at-the-stake witches back from the dead before. So, I’m getting a fair bit of performance anxiety right now.”

      Putting my hands on his shoulders, I stare into his bright hypnotizing eyes. “You can do this. It’s just like jumping, only…”

      “Only I need to convince them to wake from their thousand-year-old slumber and come help us defeat the biggest, baddest demon of all time?”

      I tilt my head and wrinkle my nose. “Easy, right?” 

      Tanner breathes out hard. He glances at the remains of the fountain as if he’s wishing it was full of water so he could use it to ground himself. Purposefully, he takes a long, slow breath then presses his palms to the floor and prepares to bring the Original Six back to Phoenix Falls.

      “Focus on Ava. You saw her in the vision. Focus on her. Reach for her first. She’ll bring the others.” As I speak, Tanner closes his eyes. His eyelids start to twitch as he mutters the same incantation he used when he tried to reach Sam. 

      At first, his voice is normal but then it changes. It grows louder. I hiss at him to be quiet, but he doesn’t hear me. His fingernails dig into the earth, gathering large clumps of it in his hands.

      The sun is moving faster now. The light fades and a deep, bloody blackness sinks over us. Through The Hollow, lights illuminate the windows and shadows move across them. The wolves are waking up, which means he is too. He will sense us, sense our magick; we must do this quickly.

      Tanner stops chanting. He opens his eyes, and they are jet black. He sits back on his heels, his arms flinging out sideways. The ground rumbles. At the same moment, The Split starts to glow. Just as they have every night since my blood brought The King back into our world, creatures appear from beneath.

      Salivating, groaning, hollering for blood, they crawl out of the earth. One, two, five, ten. I shake Tanner’s shoulders and beg him to hurry, but he is immovable and utterly unreachable. 

      Instead of waiting for my signal, the others run from their hiding place. A creature with huge, hooked claws and a face with no eyes lunges for Kole. He sends a mound of earth up in front of it, knocking it to its feet. In a flash, Snow bites down on it and rips its head off.

      “Tanner, please, what’s happening?” I grab his hands, but they’re stiff and do not move. 

      Luther and Mack try to heave him to his feet, but Tanner releases a huge, bellowing roar. His head snaps back so he’s staring at the sky. His mouth opens, and a beam of bright blue light soars from somewhere deep inside him. 

      “No, no, no.” I stand up, staring at Mack. “Sam and Rev will think it’s time. Everyone in town…” I spin around. The Split is heaving. It looks like its sides might buckle with the weight of what’s coming from below it.

      I suck air down into my lungs and try to breathe. It’s not working. Tanner was supposed to bring back the witches who died at The Hollow. They were supposed to fight with us. I was so sure. It all made sense; our connection to Ava and her men, our history, our bond… 

      I search for Kole. He and Snow are fighting back as many creatures as they can. Snow wails as one clamps its jaws down on his shoulder. Then from the other side of The Split, I hear the Hellhounds. They charge toward us, but before they can leap over to our side, one of them turns on the others. 

      Nico… 

      There is a flurry of snarling, howling, and teeth. Sounds that send ice-cold fear to my soul, filling my ears. I slam my hands over them. My heat flickers and starts to fade. I try to pull my magick to the surface, but I feel him coming. I feel his heavy footsteps, and his breath on my neck even though he is still deep inside the house. Dread washes through me, scraping my insides raw. Johnny’s face fills my head. I see him staring down at me. I feel his mark on my skin. I feel my flesh burning and hear it sizzle as the red-hot poker scars me forever.

      Except… it wasn’t forever.

      My eyes spring open. I latch onto Kole. The first time we met, I saw him through the rain. As if it knows, the sky rumbles and the clouds open. Water drops divine honey-like clarity onto my skin. With each raindrop, I see more clearly what needs to be done.

      I see what he is doing. He is trying to break me. 

      He will not win.

      With a roar, Mack sends a cyclone of air ripping across the grounds, sweeping demons up into it, then slamming their broken bodies into the outer wall of the mansion. 

      Luther opens his arms and splays out his fingers. He is staring at The Hollow. Wolves appear on the steps. Some race toward the fight, some away from it. Luther hems them in. Walls of fire, as high as the mansion itself, spring from the ground, licking the sky. 

      Behind us, the trees sway as if they might pull themselves free from the earth and walk beside us. Kole heaves one from the ground and sends it hurtling toward The Split. It rolls in, taking a huddle of demons with it.

      I plant my hands on Tanner’s face.

      I press my fingers to his skull and use every morsel of power inside me to find his magick with my own. I close my eyes. I see my bright orange light reaching out, swirling around his. When I open my eyes again, fire surrounds us. It circles up into the sky and down into the ground. 

      Tanner’s eyes clear. He meets mine and nods at me. Then we chant together. At the final word, a blast of energy hits me. I bend double and press my palms to the ground.

      With a scream that makes me feel like I’m going to explode from the inside out, I feel their magick surging through me. The women who died here. The women who were wronged, and accused, and torn from their loved ones. The women who burned because of the evil that ravaged men’s hearts. Not his evil but an evil all the same.

      Their pain, their strength, and their love bleeds into my fingertips and rushes through my veins. I clamber to my feet, pulling Tanner up with me. Our hands are shaking. Blue and orange light swirls around our fingers. My entire body starts to convulse. The magnitude of the force I’m holding inside me brings another scream from my lips. Tanner nods at me. I keep his gaze but turn to face the fountain that lies broken behind us. 

      At the same time, we turn our eyes on the crumbled concrete, and extend our hands. Our light rushes toward it. It gathers up the pieces of the fountain and carries them up into the air. Then it crushes them to dust.

      When the dust falls, it settles on the ground like glittering hot snow.

      Tanner reaches for me. We hold each other up, legs quaking. Then the dust turns to something else; a fine blue mist that shimmers in the air in front of us. A shape appears in the mist, like the indentation of a person hiding behind a thin, willowy curtain. 

      I step forward, leaving Tanner, and reach out my hand. 

      There she is… her name parts my lips with such force I’m almost brought back to my knees. “Ava…”
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      “My darling, listen to me.” I try to stop my voice rising in volume, but she is making it very hard. “You must listen. Many things have changed since you were last here.”

      Elena frowns at me. Her beautiful face crumples and she shakes her head. “Since I was last where? Ragnor, please, I don’t understand. I keep telling you, I don’t understand. I want Sam. I want the baby. I want to go home.”

      I sigh and grip the mantlepiece. We’ve been going round in circles for hours, day, weeks. The King wants her to be turned. He doesn’t care into what; she just cannot be human when we leave this place.

      At first, I objected, but then I thought about it and realized he is right. She deserves to be strong. She deserves to live a long life unhindered by human concerns. She deserves to be at my side when The King takes his place.

      Whether or not I believe, like Eve does, that it is his rightful place is of no consequence. What matters is that I picked the right side. Everything we planned is coming together. Elena is the final piece. She has always been the final piece.

      “Who is the girl Eve talked about?” Elena stands up, worrying the hem of her cardigan with her lithe fingers. “She said Nova had returned. You looked upset. Is Nova your girlfriend? Have you been cheating on me, Ragnor? Do you love someone else?”

      At the mention of The Phoenix’s name, I punch the wall beside the fire. My knuckles are bleeding when I turn to her and stride forward. Grabbing her wrist, I yank her toward me and lower my face to hers. “Don’t ever accuse me of loving someone else.” I wave my hand at the disgusting dark hovel of a room we’ve been living in. The whole place is infected with The King’s evil. It quivers in the walls and seeps from the ceilings. “All this was for you. All of it!”

      “Then who is she?” Elena tugs away from me, her eyes flashing. “Why do you care so much about her?”

      An ironic laugh shakes my chest. I tug my hair and turn away from her. “She’s the fucking phoenix,” I mutter. “And she was supposed to be dead. I watched her die.”

      “Ragnor?” Elena’s voice is smaller now. “You killed someone? A girl?”

      I breathe in slowly, feeling my shoulders shake. I don’t have time for this. Trying to smile, I turn back to my wife and cup her face in my hands. “The Phoenix is an evil, powerful witch, my love. She is here to hurt us. But don’t worry, Eve and The Shadow King will make sure she doesn’t get anywhere near you. They’ll send her back to hell where she belongs.”

      “King?” Elena blinks up at me. 

      I grit my teeth and bite the inside of my cheek. I’m about to kiss her, just to stop this incessant line of questioning, when a flash of light fills the window. 

      Leaving Elena, I stride over to it and peer out at the lawn. The Split is glowing. Just like they do every night, The King’s loathsome creatures are slithering free from it. But beyond them, something else is happening. 

      “The Phoenix…” I press my palms to the glass. She is here, in the grounds of The Hollow, with her mages. How did she break through? How did she take down Eve’s barrier?

      Three mages are using their magick to manipulate the elements and fight the demons rising from beyond. The bear—huge and white—rips at heads and limbs with its powerful jaws. Another mage sits on the floor. The empath. The one I let slip through my fingers when the seer stole him from The League’s grasp.

      The empath’s head snaps back and a bright blue light billows from his mouth up into the sky. The ground begins to shake. From the inner core of the mansion, The King’s voice fills my ears. A scream so high-pitched it almost breaks my skull in half rattles the walls.

      He is calling for me, and for Eve, and for the wolves, but I do not need his cry. I am done. I am not risking my life for this, not anymore. “Come with me.” I grab Elena’s hand and run for the entrance hall. Throwing open the front door, ignoring Kayla’s rotting body that hangs above us, I drag her down the steps.

      “Where are we going? Ragnor? What’s happening?” Her feet slow. She’s staring at the lawn. A small cry escapes her mouth. “What is happening?”

      I keep hold of her hand and tug. When she doesn’t move, I pick her up and throw her over my shoulder and run to the river. “We’ll swim across. I’ll scale the wall and pull you up with me.”

      “No, I don’t want to.” She shakes her head, pummeling my back with her fists. 

      “Elena, for fuck’s sake, be quiet and do as I say!” I throw her to the ground, towering over her. Her eyes widen, but she isn’t looking at me. She’s pointing at something behind me. Her finger trembles. 

      “Ragnor…” 

      I spin around, ready to shift, teeth flashing. Then I realize what she’s seen. Hanging from a branch, which is bowed across the river, is Eve’s headless body. I move toward it and my foot catches on something. 

      When I look down, bile springs to my throat. Eve’s head is touching the toe of my shoe. Her eyes are open, her neck torn, her lips black. I kick it away from me, and it lands with a splash in the river. Elena is screaming. I grab her shoulders and shake her. “Stop it. Elena. Stop this, now.”

      I am yanking her to her feet when she says again, “Ragnor…” 

      I turn, still holding her wrist. Something steps out of the shadows. A wolf. A familiar wolf. Its voice fills my head as it meets my eyes. Get your hands off my mother.
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      The minutes we wait in the square are like torture. Sarah wraps her arms around me, and I hold her close. “I’m sorry we haven’t had much time to talk,” I tell her. “Everything has been…”

      Sarah steps back and cups my face in her hands. “All I ever wanted for you, Sam, was to be happy. Are you happy?”

      I feel my forehead crease as I absorb her question. “When all this is over, I think I will be.”

      Sarah pats my cheek. It sends a shockwave of memories through my head. I see her younger, smiling, chasing me through the grounds of a large empty house. “What about your mother?” She meets my eyes. I try to pull away, but she doesn’t let me.

      I suck a deep breath past my teeth and put my hands on Sarah’s shoulders. “I’m going to get her out of there.” 

      I expect Sarah to look scared, start fiddling with her sleeve or biting her lower lip. But she doesn’t; she just nods. “Yes,” she says. “You must. She cannot stay with him.” She squeezes my elbow and meets my eyes. “I will help you, Sam. I’ll be at your side. I let you down all those years ago. I allowed them to take you away and—” Her breath falters but she draws her chin up and tries to look a little more stoic. 

      “You did not let me down. You tried your best.” I look down at her pocket. Her wand is sticking out of it. 

      Catching me staring, she takes the wand out and holds it in front of her. “I am not as strong as the rest of you. I’m not even as strong as the weakest elemental witch in this town, but I will not take the easy road this time. When you disappeared, I could have fought to find you. Instead, I worked for Ragnor. I betrayed Nova. Because I was too weak to stand up to him.” She turns the wand over in her hands, her thumbs tracing the smooth wood. “This is my chance to make it up to you all.”

      I nod slowly and hug her for a second time. “I won’t tell you to stay behind,” I whisper. “I know what it’s like to feel as if you’re a spare part because your powers aren’t as kick-ass as everyone else’s.”

      Laughing, wiping her moist eyes, Sarah shakes her head at me. “You can kick ass, Sam. You’ve always been feisty. Don’t underestimate yourself.” She turns and looks up at the sky. It is almost sunset now. “You might not have Nova’s blood in your veins, but you have her love. And love is a very powerful thing.”

      I reach for her hand. On my other side, Rev steps up next to me and slots her arm through mine. “Any minute now,” she says. “If their plan works, we should see Nova’s sign any minute now.”

      As we stare at the sky, up and down the street, doors begin to open. Despite the fact Nova’s sign has yet to appear, witches, shifters, and mages head toward the town square. In quivering silence, they gather behind us and tilt their heads toward the setting sun like they know it must be tonight.

      The sun’s final descent is fast and, as soon as it has ducked below the horizon, the vamps join us too. The town’s collective energy presses down on my back, almost propelling me forward. I glance at Rev, and she smiles softly. “Seems like whatever happens, Phoenix Falls is not going down without a fight.”

      Murmurs begin to ripple through the crowd. The sky is dark now, but there are no stars, and people are getting twitchy. “They’ll be here soon,” someone shouts. “Those hell creatures will be waking up. When will it happen? When will we see the sign?”

      Someone else yells, “Are you sure it’s tonight? She never said it would be tonight.”

      Another joins the chorus, pointing at me. “That’s one of her boyfriends. He wouldn’t be out here if it wasn’t tonight.”

      I run up the town hall steps and wave at them for quiet. I’m about to tell them to go back to their homes until we know it’s time. But before even a whisper can leave my lips, we see it… a beam of bright blue light shoots up into the sky and breaks apart the blackness. 

      Everyone turns to look at me. “Can’t get much more obvious than that,” I shout, taking the steps two at a time to arrive back at Rev’s side. 

      “Time to go,” she says darkly.

      I look from Rev to Sarah, then nod. “Time to go.” 
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        * * *

      

      The three of us walk ahead, telling the rest of the town to follow behind and remain as quiet as possible. When we reach the woods, the shifters turn. Mostly wolves and panthers, but a couple of tigers, too. 

      The vamps flit quickly from tree to tree, preferring the air to the ground. At first, there is an air of confidence, a surge of adrenaline as we march toward the fight. But the closer we get to The Hollow, the thicker the air becomes. 

      Thick with the same creeping, black terror I felt when I was in his realm. Sarah takes out her wand and holds it so tight her knuckles whiten. Rev’s hands are at her sides, ready to use whatever magick she can muster. The one with the scar on it twitches. She’s in pain, but she’s not showing it. 

      I stay human until we reach the tree line in front of The Hollow. I’m about to shift when I realize all is not as it should be. Nova is shaking Tanner, yelling at him. Behind them, The Split is aching, heaving, crawling with demons.

      Snow, Kole, and the others are fighting them back, but they keep coming. 

      “Something’s gone wrong.” Rev scans the grounds. “I don’t see any ghost witches, do you?” 

      Sarah grabs my arm. “It looks like they’re losing.”

      My eyes roam the scene in front of me. “It doesn’t matter what was supposed to happen. They need help.” I turn and raise my voice. “This is it. If we give up now, Phoenix Falls is gone and The Shadow King will be released on the world. So, do we run like cowards or fight like supers?” 

      No one speaks.

      Groans, and shrieks, and howls fill the air. 

      Rev grabs my hand. Staring out into the trees, at the blinking eyes that are watching us, she yells, “I’m not giving up my town without a fight!”

      A vamp drops down from a tree and lands in front of us. “Me neither.” He flashes his fangs and cracks his knuckles. “I’ve never tasted demon blood, but there’s a first time for everything.”

      “We’re with you.” Three young witches, hugging one another’s waists, nod at Rev and me. 

      More voices speak up. The wolves bark, the panthers yowl. Somewhere in the undergrowth, a tiger roars.

      I turn back to face The Hollow. We charge forward. I’m about to shift when Sarah grabs my arm. “There, Sam. Is that Ragnor?”

      My eyes jolt toward the front of the house. Ragnor is running across the lawn, my mother slung over his shoulder. She is kicking and punching him. Her hair is wild, blowing in the wind. 

      I shift in an instant and race through the trees. When I reach The Split, I take it in one leap. The vicious heat surging beneath me scalds my belly. I reach the other side, paw slipping on the edge, scramble up, and keep running. 

      I dart into the shadow of the trees and slow my pace. I approach slowly, creeping through the undergrowth. My mother is on the ground. Ragnor kicks something, which lands with a splash in the river. Then he rounds on her. He towers above her and grabs her wrist. 

      I jump from the trees, eyes flashing. She sees me. My mother’s eyes catch mine. Her mouth hangs open. She stares at me, then my father turns. He is still holding her wrist.

      I send my voice to splinter through his skull. Get your hands off my mother.

      Ragnor drops her hand. She falls to the ground and scrambles back. He lunges but, before he can shift, I leap for his throat. 

      His flesh is between my teeth when he shifts. Skin becomes fur. I rip at it and tear a chunk free. He is bigger and stronger than me, but I am angrier. 

      Rolling over one another, claws and teeth clash, fur is yanked from its roots, and the metallic taste of my father’s blood fills my mouth. I am on my back, gnashing my teeth, fighting to keep him away from my throat. His teeth pierce my neck. My eyes roll back. Then the pressure is gone. 

      There’s a blast of light and he rolls away from me, howling with pain. 

      I scramble to my feet as Sarah strides into view. She holds her wand in one hand. Its tip glows silver. With her other, she reaches for my mother and helps her to her feet.  “I’ll get her to safety,” she says, backing away as Ragnor and I square up to one another. 

      I scrape the ground with my front foot, gathering cold earth beneath my claws. As Sarah moves away, her arm around my mother, Ragnor howls and lunges for them. 

      I jump at him, aiming for his neck, but there’s a flash of gray and something barrels into his side. He falls to the ground, rolling over, bones cracking.

      Back on all four feet, I stare at the Hellhound which now stands between me and my father. It backs up slowly, and meets my eyes,

      Nico?

      Brother, it replies. We will finish this together.

      Ragnor is human again. He crawls back, feet slipping on the damp mud next to the river bank. His hands reach the edge and give way behind him. He tries to right himself.

      At the same time, Nico and I each grab a foot and drag him toward us. “I am your father!” he screams. His voice is sick with fear. “I am your father….” Now it’s a whisper.

      Nico licks his lips. He glances at me. Ready?

      I growl deep in my throat, and then we rip the bastard apart. We tear his body in two separate directions and when he is nothing more than two halves of blood, and bone, and muscle, his head barely hanging onto his neck, we roll him into the river and leave him to sink.
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      She looks so much like me; I feel as if I’m staring into a mirror. “Ava?”

      She extends a shimmering hand. When she touches my cheek, heat surges beneath her palm. “You look like me,” she says.

      “There isn’t much time to explain…” 

      Ava nods slowly. She looks past me, then up at The Hollow. Her eyes narrow as she takes in the flames. “I know this place.” She rubs her arms. “I’ve felt this place before. This is where…” She trails off and turns in a slow circle. “This is not my time,” she mutters. “And those are not humans.”

      I take her hand and press my fingers to hers. They are solid but I feel like, if I pressed hard enough, I could pass right through them. “Ava, we need your help. We are your descendants.” I gesture to Tanner, then search for the others. They are fighting, desperately trying to look at Ava, but stuck behind the wall of flame I created. “We called you back because—”

      “There is a great evil…” Ava raises her eyes to the sky. “I have felt it before. In the men who accused me, who burned me, who took my baby and my life.”

      I nod, tears filling my eyes. “They call him The Shadow King. He has broken free from his realm, and we are the only ones who can stop him. He is not the one who harmed you. That was the doing of men, but…”

      Ava frowns at me.

      “I’m sorry, there’s so much to say—” A cacophony of screams pierces the air behind us. Supers emerge from the forest. 

      Ava sweeps my hair from my face. “Shhh. Fear not. We will help you.”

      “We?” Tanner finally speaks. He is staring at Ava as if he can barely breathe. 

      She tilts her head and smiles at him. “You remind me of…” Her eyes widen, she blows on the flames I made, and they peter out into nothing but embers. Taking in the others—Mack, Luther, and Kole—she nods. Her eyes sparkle. “We found each other again,” she whispers. When she turns to me, she smiles like a mother looking at her child. Then she closes her eyes.

      She stretches out her arms and turns her palms to face the ground. She doesn’t chant or wave magick beams of light, but her arms start to shake. 

      The ground moves. Vibrations trickle up into the soles of my feet. 

      All across the lawn, where the dust from the fountain pieces fell, the same glittering mist appears. The demons stop fighting, swiping at it with their arms, and claws, and teeth. 

      Figures shimmer to life. Women. Hundreds of women. Some with long hair and aprons, others in nightgowns or creased white robes. Among them, just five men. There is a moment in which no one and nothing moves. 

      The ghosts of our past move between the demons—who are frozen in time—staring at one another, at the burning Hollow, and the aching split in the earth. A figure, the image of Mack, finds the professor and stands in front of him. I watch, trembling as Tanner, Luther, and Kole are suddenly standing side-by-side with ghosts who look so much like them I can barely tell them apart.

      There is only one without a doppelgänger to stand beside; the one who I thought looked like Sam but who—now he’s in front of me—I realize looks more like Nico.

      Before I can tell him I don’t know where the brothers are, time speeds up again. The freeze-frame stops, and the fight intensifies. 

      The Hollow shakes. A skull-rattling roar bursts from inside it, making Luther’s flames tremble and the walls crack. Ava grabs my hand. “Together,” she says. But I shake my head. “No, I will go. You must protect them.” I gesture to our mages and to the supers of Phoenix Falls. “Protect them for me.”

      Ava stares into my eyes, then she nods. A smile curls her lips. 

      As I open my arms and let my wings of fire burst free from my soul, I watch Ava stride into the center of the fight. I leave her with her army of ghosts, and the power of our mages, and follow the acrid stench of evil into the depths of The Hollow.
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      A ghost who looks like Nova throws a burst of blue light at the demon who’s about to take my head off. It hits the ground, rolls away, and falls screaming back into the hellish depths of The Split.

      I hear Snow roar, and search for him through the chaos. I feel his heartbeat in my chest. I hear his thoughts in my head. Snow? Buddy? Where are you?

      I find him fighting side-by-side with a female panther. He hates cats, but this one has some serious claws. As she ducks and yowls, Snow rips the arm of something with no eyes and eel-like tentacles growing from its back. The arm regrows instantly, but the panther goes for its throat.

      “You’re separate?” The ghost who looks like me yells as he draws back his elbows and extends his palms so that, if I didn’t know better, I’d think he was doing Tai Chi.

      I copy his movements, and the two of us push a torrent of air toward the pack of filthy League werewolves who are trying to grab hold of three wide-eyed young witches.

      “How?” the ghost asks me.

      “Long story.” I turn and use a gust of wind to bring down a tree full of Karakal demons. 

      “Can you still shift? Can ghosts do that?”

      “We can do it, but right now I’m stronger than he is.” A pained smile crosses the ghost’s lips. “He doesn’t like that very much.”

      I let out a loud laugh and glance at Snow. “He’d be pissed, too, if he caught me saying that out loud.”

      We’re turning on another group of demons I can’t name when pain rips through my upper arm. I stumble and fall forward. The ghost catches me. “Snow,” I breathe, straining to stand through the pain. I look up to see him lying on the ground. Blood blooms on his shoulder, slickened by the rain that’s still falling, coating his white fur a deep ferocious red. A burst of red light sweeps toward him, hits the same place on his shoulder, and sends him skidding through the wet earth. Next to him, the female panther lies motionless. Her body shivers and she turns back into a human with long black hair. She’s not breathing.

      I run to Snow as my alter-ego ghost roars and pummels the demons with slashing bursts of wind. They don’t even budge. They stand firm, at least ten feet tall, huge feet making indents in the ground. 

      Kole sees what’s happening and brings a tree down at the same moment they charge for us. A howl fills the air. From the other side of The Split, two shadows appear. They leap over it, taking it in one bound, and land in front of me and Snow. A wolf and a Hellhound. 

      Sam and Nico. 

      I scramble over to Snow, examining the huge, charred section of flesh on his shoulder. Ripping off my shirt, I press it to the wound—which is both burned and bleeding. 

      Tanner appears at my shoulder. He pulls a bottle of something from his pocket and sprinkles it on Snow’s mutilated skin. Snow’s eyes roll back. He roars with pain, and I scream with him. 

      “He’s out of the fight, Mack. Get him to safety in the trees. Nova will fix him later.” Tanner makes me look at him, sensing panic is about to take over. “She will fix him, but he should be some place safe.”

      I look away from Tanner, stroke Snow’s head, and stare into his big black eyes. They flash amber, showing me a glimpse of my own face. “Snow, buddy, we’ve got move.”

      He groans and refuses to get up.

      “Snow, if you die, I die. ‘Cause I sure as hell can’t live without you. You wanna be responsible for my death?” I grab the scruff of his neck and press my forehead to his. “Move, Snow. You’ve got to move.”

      With another loud groan, Snow heaves himself to his feet. I support him with every ounce of strength inside me, but he’s heavy as hell. “This is what it was like for the others when we got drunk and smashed stuff up,” I mumble as we stagger toward the trees. “We’re getting a taste of our own medicine.”

      Snow huffs. The bleeding has stopped, but the pain hasn’t.

      “Almost there,” I tell him. 

      When we reach the trees, he collapses and drags himself under the shelter of a low-hanging branch. He growls and sniffs the shadows. 

      Two pairs of eyes are staring at us. One of them moves closer, then I hear a familiar voice. “Mack? Snow? What happened?” 

      Sarah pushes free from the undergrowth. Behind her, lingering in the darkness, is Sam’s mother.

      “Look after him for me? I have to go back.” I squeeze Sarah’s arm. “Don’t let him get up. Keep him here, right?”

      “You think I can hold down a polar bear?” Sarah asks.

      “Right,” I mutter. Turning to look at Snow, I say sternly, “Do not move, that’s an order.” He huffs at me, but I shake my head. “I don’t care. Right now, I’m giving you orders. You stay put. Got it?”

      This time, he nudges my hand with his nose; he gets it.

      I’m emerging from the trees when I hear Nova scream.
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      The Hollow is crumbling. Chunks of stone and brick clatter on the floor around me. Dust falls, and the ceiling creaks. Cracks create deep grooves in the walls. The chandeliers quiver.

      Instead of walking up the steps, I flew toward the roof and entered through a window at the top of the house. I pass Tanner’s room, then Mack’s. Memories swell against the darkness. I pull them deep into my soul and breathe their light instead of his thick, black mist which now swirls around my feet.

      For each dark, fear-filled memory he uses to try and infiltrate my head—Johnny, Kayla, Eve, the A.M.A., my scars, my pain, my parents—I call on a happier one. I allow feelings of love, and light, and power to surge in my belly. I remember how it felt when my flames first set themselves free. I remember how it felt when I set myself free. I remember seeing Kole through the rain and waking to Tanner’s smiling face. I remember the first time Mack kissed me, and the day Luther finally told me he loved me. I remember Sam ripping off his mask and showing me his face after twenty years apart. I remember it all, and I know he cannot take those things away from me. 

      When I reach the top of the stairs, I find myself eye-level with Kayla. She is hanging from the ceiling in the entrance hall. Her gray, sunken face is the only thing visible beneath a tangle of black weeds. 

      For a moment, I feel sorry for her, and I hope Nico didn’t have to see her like this.

      I walk to the bottom of the steps then look up. With a burst of flames, I sever the weeds and she tumbles to the floor. I let her body catch light and watch my fire burn away his evil from her skin. 

      When I put them out, she is still whole. She is not burned or mutilated; she looks peaceful. I descend the stairs and swipe my hand over her face to close her eyes. At least now Nico can bury his mother.

      Fire Bird, finally, you have come to join me… 

      The voice of The Shadow King trickles down through the cracks in the walls. “No,” I say loudly, speaking his tongue. The same tongue as the demon from The Cross and all the others who have crept free from his realm. “I have come to finish you.”

      His words turn into laughter. It shakes the walls and sends the chandelier crashing down from the ceiling. I jump sideways and watch as the glass splinters into a million pieces, narrowly missing Kayla’s body.

      “Show yourself. Stop hiding.” I move past Mack’s old living room toward the center of the house. It pulsates as if it is living and breathing. I step on a floorboard, which bends and breaks beneath me, but my wings carry me up and over the gaping hole it creates.

      In front of me, the door to the old ballroom is closed and covered with the same black weeds that bound Kayla. It bows and creaks, like it’s trying to swell beneath them, but the weeds hold it shut.

      I slice them free with a wave of fire.

      They squeal, and squeak, and slither back into the shadows. Then the door slowly opens. Blackness, like ink, fills the air and bleeds toward me. I blink but can’t see, so I close my eyes and listen.

      I tune out the sounds coming from the grounds—the screams and the hollering and the fighting—and the feel of the crumbling walls. I search for his breath. I find it slithering through the air; raspy, uneven, hollow. 

      I hear his heart beating fast and urgent in his dark, evil chest.

      I feel his darkness and, instead of running from it, I follow it. 

      It makes me scream. It’s a scream that threatens to rip my chest open and tear my heart from my ribs. When it stops, the mist clears, and he is there.

      He fills the doorway, more than double my height with gray, translucent skin stretched tight over his angular bones. I see his black heart beating and the blood in his veins. He opens his mouth and shows me lines of shark-like teeth. His eyes flash, then he grabs me.

      His long, gnarled fingers tighten around my throat, and he squeezes. “You shouldn’t have come back, Fire Bird. You should have stayed where it was safe.”

      As my breath constricts, my wings flicker and die. My fire fades. Its heat is replaced with a cold so violent it brings another scream from my lips.

      As pain ricochets through me, I force myself to look into his eyes. A thousand visions batter my brain. Phoenix Falls crumbling, the earth turning to darkness, demons consuming the world, humans in cages, death, sickness, and destruction. 

      “It’s a shame you will miss it,” he whispers, a forked tongue sneaking out to moisten his lips. “But it will be worth it to taste your flesh.”

      I go limp in his grasp. I let the fight fall from my limbs as he lifts me into the air, staring up at me, one hand around my throat and the other snaking up my thigh.

      When his dagger-like fingers reach the spot where Johnny once inked his name onto my skin, my eyes fly open. It all surges back. The power, the heat, the flames. They pummel through me, surging to life on my skin and in my eyes. 

      The Shadow King’s hand shakes. It sizzles. Smoke fills the air and surrounds him. He yells and lets me go, then I run. I hurtle through the dying corridors of The Hollow, through the kitchen, down the steps, straight into the belly of the fight.

      He surges after me, moving like a shadow, slithering, screaming, searching. When he appears, he roars. The demons flock to his sides, turning to face me as my mages, Ava’s ghosts, and the people of Phoenix Falls form an army behind me.

      At my side, Ava grabs my hand. I nod at her, and she tightens her grip.

      Pushing my feet off from the ground, I rise into the air, taking Ava with me. We hover above the heaving gash in the ground, then reach out our splayed fingers and scream as we pull his darkness toward our light.

      The rain falls harder, the wind blows stronger. Our faces sting, and our hair blows, and I feel like my body will collapse under the weight of his resistance.

      His demons roar. They reach for him and try to hold him down, but we have him now. Our fire swirls around him, capturing him in a vicious burning vortex of heat.

      We drag him toward us. He is trapped. He tries to speak, but we burn his lips shut. We lock eyes, take a deep shuddering breath, then plough through him with our magick.

      Just like I did to Johnny and the wolves and the demon from the bar, I penetrate The King with my magick. Ava’s power joins mine and grows and multiplies inside him. It fills every sinew, every fiber of his body. It nestles deep; it wriggles and grinds its way into his bones as he writhes and resists. But his darkness cannot overpower our light. Not this time.

      A crack appears in his face, like the jagged rivets that now pepper the walls of The Hollow. His skin becomes liquid, slipping down his skull. He screams a silent scream.

      Then our light breaks him open. 

      Fire burns him from the inside out. It bursts free, filling the air with brightness and heat, and chasing away the darkness. The flames that were holding him fade. He is nothing but ash now, a swirling cyclone of ash.

      Ava waves her hand and sends the ash hurtling toward the ground. 

      The second the ashes disappear inside The Split, the earth heaves, and shudders. The Hollow groans. The walls buckle. The mansion falls. 

      With a gust of air, Mack and his ghost sweep the demons back toward The Split. They fall one-by-one, screaming and howling as we return them to the realm they came from. The Hellhounds bark and try to hold onto the earth, but it is no use.

      When the last creature has been sucked into The Split, Kole stretches out his arms. Muscles shimmering in the moonlight, he roars like the Viking he is and seals the ground shut.

      As the earth heals itself, returning to the way it was, Tanner brings a wave of water from the river to wash the ground clean. 

      Ava and I float back to our feet. Luther rushes to me and pulls me into an embrace so fierce I can barely breathe. Then the others are there—Kole, and Mack, and Tanner, and Sam.

      I kiss them all. 

      When I open my eyes, Ava is standing in the middle of a circle of men who look just like mine. They stroke her face and kiss her forehead and hold her close.

      The other witches, shimmering blue visions of the women who died here over so many years, gather in front of us. Behind them, Phoenix Falls’ supers watch in awe. 

      Ava turns to me and smiles. “Our work is done,” she says. 

      “Yes,” I tell her. “It is. Thank you, Ava.”

      Turning away from us, Ava walks to the spot where the fountain once stood and raises her arms to the sky. Moonlight catches on her hair. She looks up and whispers, “We can go home now, ladies.”

      Instead of turning back into dust and ash, and filtering into the ground, Ava and the witches of Phoenix Falls soar like shooting stars up into the sky. 

      Her fated mates watch her go, then join hands and follow her.

      We watch until they are nothing more than twinkling dots on a velvet black canvas. A cheer breaks out in the crowd. Rev stumbles forward. Nico is holding her up, and her side is bleeding, but she is smiling. “You did it, Nova. You did it.”

      I run forward to hug her, then I look up and raise my voice. “No, we did it. Together.”

      As a stunned hum ripples through everyone, people begin to assess their wounds and hug one another. Sam takes my arm. “Nova,” he says, gesturing to the trees. “This is my mother.”

      A woman with thick, black hair and rose-red lips emerges from the shadows. Sarah is on one side of her, an injured and limping Snow on the other. 

      Sam runs to them and stands, arms shaking, in front of his mother. She tilts her head, then reaches out to stroke his face. “Sam? Is it really you? How did you get so big?”

      Sam pulls her into his arms. He hugs her, but my breath catches in my chest as I watch them because Elena has started to glow. Sam stumbles back and stares at her. She looks at her arms. They are translucent. Her fingers turn to small particles of light that shimmer and drift away on the breeze. Sam tries to catch hold of her, but it’s too late. She smiles at him, and then she is gone.

      He stands for a while, staring at the spot where he lost her. Then he allows Sarah to hug him. She pats his back but, as I approach them, she guides him into my arms instead. 

      I hold him tight, feeling him sob against my chest. When he finally stands up, I wipe his cheeks and kiss them. “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      “Don’t be. I got to hug her goodbye.” He shakes his head. “It wasn’t right for her to stay.”

      I nod at him, pride swelling in my chest. Fighting back tears, I turn around and pull the others into a tight group hug. The six of us stand, holding each other for a very long time before Snow nuzzles into our midst and forces me to hug him too. 

      Stroking his poor, singed fur, I kiss his nose. “I’ll get you fixed up,” I promise him. “Just as soon as we get home.”

      Tanner taps my shoulder. A smile dimples his cheek. “I want nothing more than to go home with you, Little Star,” he says as Kole steps up behind me and wraps his arms around my waist. Nodding at the crumbled heap that is the remains of The Hollow, Tanner adds, “But where the heck is home?”

      I laugh and take hold of his hand. “Home? Home is wherever the five of you are.”
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      “It was nice of them to let us clear up the town before they sent in the reinforcements,” Luther mumbles. “I’m going to have serious words with those S.D.B. assholes when I get in front of them. They owe you an apology too…”

      “Oh, hush.” I nudge him in the ribs and motion for him to fill up the flutes with champagne. “You and Mack have enjoyed every second of being cops again.”

      “Not every second we’ve spent away from you,” he says smoothly.

      “You’re going to have to stop being so sweet,” I tell him, tucking my thumbs into his waistband. “I only fell for you because you were aloof and grumpy.”

      “Kole’s aloof and grumpy. I’m damaged and mean.”

      “You’re not damaged.” I lift up on my tiptoes and kiss him slowly. “But you are mean.”

      “And you like me that way?” he asks, raising an eyebrow.

      I shrug. “What can I say? You’re hot when you’re angry.”

      He rolls his eyes, reaching around me to top off the last two glasses with more bubbles. “Fire pun—very witty.”

      “Are you two bringing the drinks over here, or do we need to leave the room for a moment and give you some time alone?” Tanner calls.

      “Patience is a virtue,” Luther tells him. “But, yeah, we’re coming. You got the cake?”

      Tanner flicks his eyes toward the table. He and Sam have strung some balloons above it and Kole is fixing bunting to the ceiling. The sight of them making the cabin all pretty and colorful makes my chest swell with love and happiness.

      “You might act like a bunch of big, tough boys, but at the heart you’re really just soppy little kittens.” I put down the glasses I’m carrying, then tease Sam’s hair.

      “Did you just liken me to a cat?” he asks with a growl in his voice.

      I shake my head and bite back a smile. “Never. You’re a big bad wolf.” I kiss him swiftly, then click my fingers at the knot Kole’s trying to tie and finish it for him.

      “If you could do that, why didn’t you do it sooner?” he says, climbing down the stepladder and folding it away.

      I shrug. “Don’t like to show off.”

      He kisses my forehead as he passes to put the steps away under the stairs.

      “When’s he due back?” I glance at the clock.

      “Five-ish. Rev and Nico will be here soon too, but Sarah said she can’t make it. She’s doing another press call… seems she’s become the poster-witch for unelementals all over the country.” Luther arranges the champagne glasses in front of the cake, then stands back and folds his arms. He nods proudly and says, “That’ll do. Right?”

      “Right.” I tuck my arm through his and rest my head on his shoulder. 

      “How old actually is the professor?” Sam is sitting on the arm of the couch. Tanner slaps his hand away from the dish of party nibbles on the coffee table.

      “As old as time,” Tanner quips.

      “Fifty-something,” Luther says. “He’s fifty-something. Right, Kole?”

      A growl interrupts us. On his way back from the stairs, Kole opens the door and Snow ambles inside. A fetching piece of metal armor, made for him by the town’s grateful blacksmith, covers the burned patch on his shoulder; a drop of my blood healed his wounds, but apparently I can’t re-grow hair.

      “Still looking like a badass,” Kole tells him, patting the giant bear on the back as if he’s one of the gang.

      “Is it weird that they spend time apart now?” I ask, hooking my arms around Snow’s neck for a cuddle. As usual, a deep purr rumbles in his chest as he nuzzles me.

      “Nah. You’re your own bear. Right, Snow? You’re not attached to Mack’s apron strings.” Tanner sits down on the couch and puts his feet on the coffee table, crossing them at the ankles.

      Snow glares at him witheringly, as if he still just doesn’t get the way he and Mack work.

      “Before Mack gets here…” Luther starts to speak but there’s a knock on the door. I hop past him to open it and throw my arms around Rev the second she steps inside. 

      Nico hovers next to her. When she nods at him, he offers me a brief hug too, then takes her jacket.

      “Is he here?” Rev scans the cabin.

      “Any second now.” I point to the clock. “We better get ready.”

      As we all huddle together behind the couch, Snow tries to join us. He barges into the table, causing Luther to jump up and tell him to mind the drinks. Snow squares up to him and huffs, so I slip between them. “Snow, why don’t you wait by the door? Mack will be expecting you anyway.”

      Snow meets my eyes, grumbles, then does as I say. He is only just in position when we hear feet on the steps outside. The door opens. We wait as the familiar sound of Mack’s footsteps fills the room. I expect him to turn on the light but, when he doesn’t, I nudge the others. I count to three under my breath, then we spring up and yell, “SURPRISE!”

      Luther and I throw balls of light into the room, illuminating the entire cabin.

      “What the hell?” Mack is standing in front of us, hands on his hips… butt naked.

      “Holy hell, Rhone, where are your clothes?” Rev says, shielding her eyes.

      “What is this?” Mack is staring at the balloons. He strides to the wall and flicks on the light, then sends a gust of air to open the curtains.

      “A party,” I grin. “Surprise!”

      “At least he came dressed appropriately,” Tanner mutters. “Birthday suit? Get it?”

      “We get it, Tanner.” Luther strides to the cupboard under the stairs and takes out Mack’s customary spare sweats and a t-shirt. Tossing them to him, he says, “Seriously, what’s the deal, boss? We know you didn’t just shift.”

      Mack shrugs, his eyes sparkling as he notices me appreciating his unclothed lower half. “Guess I just like being naked,” he says. “But seeing as we have guests…” He pulls his pants on then walks over to give Rev a hug. “I’ll wait until later to strip off.” As he moves away from her, he winks at me.

      I take his arm and kiss his cheek. “Happy Birthday, Professor.” 

      Luther hands him a glass of champagne. “Happy Birthday, Sherriff.”

      Mack puts his arm around me, then gestures to Snow. “It’s his birthday, too.”

      “Ah, we know.” Tanner jogs to the kitchen and opens the fridge. Looking at Snow, he says, “You thought we forgot?” Then he heaves out an enormous bucket of fish. Snow opens his mouth and yowls excitedly, but Tanner wrinkles his nose. “You gotta eat them outside, though, buddy. They stink.”

      As Tanner opens the door and ushers Snow onto the porch, I tuck myself close to Mack’s now-clothed upper half and stroke his beard. Kole cuts the cake—an image I never thought I’d see—and Luther fetches another bottle of champagne from the ice bucket in the kitchen.

      “To Mack,” he says. 

      But Mack shakes his head. “No…” He raises his glass. “To all of us.”
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        * * *

      

      It’s dark outside when Rev and Nico head back into town. When the door closes, I dim the lights and Luther sets out some candles. 

      In the armchair by the window, Mack yawns and stretches. “Anyone want coffee?”

      I glance at Tanner. A smile curls his lips. “Actually, Professor, the night’s not over yet.”

      Frowning at him, Mack’s about to sit forward when Sam appears behind him and slams his hands onto his shoulders.

      Quick as a flash, I kneel at Mack’s feet and pull two black scarves from my pockets. He doesn’t have a chance to resist as I fix his wrists to his chair. 

      When he takes in the sight of me on the floor in front of him, his eyes narrow. “What’s going on, Nova?”

      “Surely, you didn’t think we forgot to get you a birthday present?” I ask, leaning in tantalizingly close to his mouth as I stand up. 

      Mack breathes in sharply and looks around at the others.

      Luther is holding a paper bag. He hands it to me, and I lift out the contents. As Mack takes it in, Tanner releases a low whistle. “Is that…?”

      “A little something Luther kept from our visit to Spine.” I hold it up against myself, so Mack can absorb the shine of the leather. 

      “You’re going to…?” The professor licks his lower lip.

      “I’m going to slip into the bathroom and put this on.” 

      Sam moves from Mack’s shoulders to stand behind me. He runs his hands down my sides, then nibbles my neck. “I’ve been teaching our Little Star some dance moves I think you’ll like,” Sam says, his fingers drifting over my belly. 

      I turn and kiss him lightly on the lips. “Keep the professor company while I go change.” 

      He nods at me and sinks to his knees in front of Mack. 

      “You might need a hand getting into this,” Luther says, taking the outfit from me. 

      “It looks complicated.” Tanner runs his hand down my arm.

      “Very complicated.” Kole hooks his hands under the hem of my shirt and lifts it over my head.

      As Kole, Luther, and Tanner guide me to the bathroom, I look at Mack. He meets my eyes as he leans back in his chair and lets Sam plant kisses over his stomach. My own stomach twitches with excitement… this is going to be fun. 

      

      
        
        THE END

        (or is it?)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Thank you to everyone who has read and loved ‘The Phoenix Prophecy’ series. Your support means the world to me.

      

        

      
        The characters in these books have changed my life, and I’ve loved every second with them and you.

      

        

      
        Don’t forget you can join the Cara Clare Facebook group for chats and sneak peeks of future books. 

      

        

      
        And keep reading for two reader exclusives…
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        Kole and Tanner’s origin story ‘HOLLOW’ will be available soon to purchase or you can visit  www.caraclare.com to claim your free copy >>
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        Not ready to say goodbye to Phoenix Falls?

        Join Rev, Nico, Nova, and her guys, in the Patreon-exclusive serial ‘Demon Collectors’.

      

        

      
        One episode each week, all the spice you love, and some demons you will love to hate. Plus early access to ARCs, merch codes, cover reveals, NSFW artwork, and audio.

      

        

      
        JOIN CARA’S PATREON

        https://www.patreon.com/caraclare

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SPECIAL THANKS

          

        

      

    

    
      I want to say a huge and very special thanks to all those who’ve supported me since my journey started in 2022.

      If you’ve ARC’d for me, beta read, shared your thoughts on TikTok or in the Facebook group…. you know who you are and I cannot thank you enough.

      Huge thanks also go to those who support me on Patreon and to everyone who has devoured the series from start to finish. 

      If you’ve just binged the whole series in one sitting… go take a cold shower! Then maybe hop onto Amazon and write a review because reviews make authors happy :-)

      Last but not least, I need to thank my beautiful cover designer Ivy and my patient, genius of a proofreader Kerri Doyle (@Kerri_Reads) with Dark Bear Media.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SNEAK PEEK: BOUND (CORRUPTED CLASSICS BOOK ONE)
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        BLURB

      

      

      Shere Khan has hunted me since I was seventeen years old.

      For nearly ten years, Shere Khan the tiger, has watched my every move, but I have never seen his face.

      Legend says he was once a man. A man with a black heart and an evil soul—cursed to roam the jungle for the rest of his life. Never satisfied. Always alone.

      Legend says he can only be tamed by witchcraft.

      When he finally comes for me, will I be able to resist? Or am I bound to be his? Body and soul. Khan’s too corrupt.

      ‘Bound’ is a full-length, standalone romance novel where the villain gets the girl. Inspired by ‘The Jungle Book,’ it is the first in the ‘Corrupted Classics’ series by Cara Clare. For full TW, tropes, and notes, see the author’s website.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        PRE-ORDER YOUR COPY OF ‘BOUND’ NOW

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        THE PHOENIX PROPHECY SERIES

        Book One, Nova, July 2022

        Book Two, Blaze, August 2022

        Book Three, Ashes, September 2022

        Book Four, Embers, October 2022

        Book Five, Flames, December 2022

        Book Six, Fire Bird, February 2023

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LOVE FIRE BIRD?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        If you enjoyed Fire Bird, I would be incredibly grateful if you’d leave a review so that others can discover it too!

      

        

      
        As an independent author, reviews are one of the most important tools we have to help spread the word about our books.

      

        

      
        Even if it’s short, it will be hugely appreciated.

      

        

      
        Simply CLICK HERE.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT CARA

          

        

      

    

    
      If you love why-choose romance, magic, super-hot mages, and even hotter RH scenes, then we’re destined to be friends.

      I mean it when I say I love keeping in touch with my readers. So, come say hi in my Facebook group, on TikTok, or follow me on Amazon for updates.

      I’ll also be launching a direct store on my website very soon, for special edition print, audio and merch. So, sign up to my newsletter to stay tuned.

      

      
        
        www.caraclare.com

      

      

      

      P.S. There has been a lot of discussion in the book community recently about removing the term RH and referring to the genre as why-choose instead. I’d like to assure readers I’m working on making this change throughout my catalog but it will take time for the algorithms of various platforms - as well as reader awareness - to catch up. Therefore, you may still see the term Reverse Harem alongside why-choose for a short period.
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            TRIGGER WARNINGS
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      Please scan the QR code above to access the full list of trigger warnings for this book or visit the author’s website caraclare.com.
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