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Common Blood Types and Their Magical Classes
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* Magical Class applies only to fae born under the power of the cerulean sun. Humans with the same blood types only have magical ability if they are descendants of fae lineages. Even then, their magical potential is significantly dampened with every generation the fae ancestor has been removed.

For my husband, and my Jewish mother.

(Please, Mom, for the love of God, don’t read the sex scenes.)

“My heart is your home, wherever in the world you are – you will always have a place to stay.”

– K.A. Hill
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I. Remnants
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“Oh my God,” I moaned, raking my hands through my hair. “Oh... My... Freaking... God!”

“Talia!” Zayn’s voice was hoarse with effort.

Eyes closed in bliss, my fingertips trailed down my neck and across my exposed breasts, where a hot flush had begun to spread. “God, that feels so good.”

Zayn let out a deep, rumbling groan.

“Please,” I begged. “I don’t want this moment to end!”

“Talia,” he growled again, far more demon than man. Up until that point, I’d been doing everything I could to control myself, but the ragged way he called out my name was enough to send me over the edge.

“I’m coming!” I cried out, tilting my head back as waves of hot pleasure swept across my body. 

He banged his hand on the locked bathroom door, making me jump. “You swore you wouldn’t use up all the hot water if I let you go first!”

“I said I’m coming!” I screeched, rinsing the last of the blue-tinted soap suds from my hair. “Ugh! Can’t a girl take her first shower in four days without someone banging down the door after ten freaking minutes?!”

“You’ve been in there for almost an hour!”

“Have not,” I muttered under my breath.

With a mournful sigh, I turned off the water and gingerly stepped out of the tub to swathe my aching, sleep-deprived, battered body in a violet, TJK-monogrammed towel – a twenty-fifth birthday present from my purple-obsessed mother.

When I finally emerged from the steamy bathroom, Zayn was leaning against the wall, arms crossed. Deep green eyes peered at me from beneath tousled black hair that fell across his brow in an uncombed-yet-devilishly-sexy coif. His bronzed skin, which had appeared pale and washed-out for days, now looked positively radiant. 

He casually looked me up and down, his steely gaze lingering on the assortment of golden cuts and scrapes that peppered my face and arms. The moment I removed the towel from my head and shook out my freshly-dyed hair, however, his eyes grew to twice their usual size.

“Like it?” I asked, running my fingers through damp, cobalt-blue curls. “I figured it was time to switch things up, since we’ll officially be on the run after today.”

His Adam’s apple bobbed. “That was the color of your hair the first time we met.”

“I guess it was,” I managed to smile, though his words made my heart skip a beat. He’d remembered.

He cleared his throat, shifted his gaze to my freshly-shaved legs, then shook his head and sighed. Not exactly the reaction I’d been hoping for, but what else was new?

“Please tell me you covered that before you got in the shower,” he motioned to the brand-new, brightly-glowing tattoo on my ankle – the only thing preventing the rest of my body from doing the same.

“Of course I did,” I lied, rubbing the back of my calf with my toes.

Zayn’s eyes rolled skyward as he began to unbutton his scuffed-up leather vest. “At the very least, go put some fresh ointment on it – the one from my pouch, not the Aquaphor.”

“The stuff with the dooku compounds, you mean?”

“Droka. And yes. It will help it heal up as well as preserve the magic. Speaking of which, I’ve already set out everything we’ll need for my tattoo on your kitchen table...after clearing away all the dirty dishes you and your friends left out.”

I glanced toward the “kitchen,” a.k.a. the small nook in the far corner of my cramped studio apartment, where last week’s pile of dishes that I alone had left on the kitchen table had been washed and neatly set on the drying rack. It was a stark contrast with the rest of my apartment, which looked as though a semi-truck full of women’s clothing and art supplies had collided with my living room. Which also functioned as my bedroom and dining room, since my fancy, fold-out IKEA dining table was only about six feet from my messy, unmade bed. 

“Oh yeah,” I hastily agreed. “My, uh, friends can be real slobs sometimes.”

He let out a muffled snort as he unfastened the last button of his vest. It took everything I had not to openly drool as he shrugged out of it, exposing the most delicious, bronzed pectorals I’d ever seen.

“Do you need any help with the shower?” I asked innocently. “The knobs can be a little tricky, what with all the clockwise and counter-clockwise motions.”

His eyes flashed for the briefest moment. “As much as I’d love to take you up on that offer, I doubt your water heater has more than three minutes’ worth of hot water left.”

“You’d be surprised what one can accomplish in three minutes.” I waggled my eyebrows mischievously.

“I would be a disgrace to my kind if I only spent three minutes exploring that magnificent body of yours,” he chuckled to himself.

I held a hand against the wall to keep my knees from buckling.

Oblivious to my plight, he brought his nose to the top of my damp head and sniffed. “Do you happen to own any soap that doesn’t smell like the teenage girl section of a Bath and Body Works?”

I stuck out my tongue. “Nope. Oh, and by the way, don’t forget to cover that.” I gestured emphatically at the fancy kraken-ink rune I’d tattooed at the top of his forearm a little over an hour ago. “After all, we don’t want ‘Zany’ coming back any time soon.” 

My grin wavered at the sight of Biscuit’s empty tattoo frame sitting just beneath it. 

He’ll be back. My eyes darted to the homemade incubator my “incu-boss” had constructed on the far end of the bathroom counter – a.k.a. a pile of towels and a propped-up hairdryer – to keep the sparkling egg Biscuit had left behind toasty warm. 

He has to come back.

“Who’s Zany?” Zayn asked, unbuttoning the fly of his jeans.

My anxious mind turned to complete static at the emergence of those perfect, delicious, V-shaped muscles that angled sharply just beneath his hips, and the faintest line of hair that started at his navel and trailed all the way down to his—

“Talia,” Zayn sighed. “Whatever you’re thinking, it’s extremely...distracting.”

“Sorry.” I tightened my grip on my towel. “I’ll, uh...go...prep. For, you know, whatever it was we were about to do.”

“You were about to engrave a highly complex, permanent tattoo onto my body to try to bring my familiar back to life.”

“Oh, right. That.”

He was shaking his head as he turned toward the bathroom, but I could have sworn I heard him chuckling. Just as he was about to shut the door behind him, a shadow between his shoulder blades caught my attention. 

“Wait,” I blurted out. 

Zayn stiffened. “What’s wrong?”

“Just...don’t move,” I murmured as I stepped forward to examine his upper back. 

Exquisitely realistic vines knotted across his shoulder blades in overlapping tendrils, coming together to create a tangled mosaic of leaves and exotic flowers that incorporated at least a dozen runes, each skillfully entwined into the complex design. And there, in the center of it all, was the faint remnant of the insect-like symbol that Sol had forcibly branded on Zayn’s body after killing the rest of his family, thereby forging his permanent dominion over him – until a vial of kraken ink, a few drops of my blood, and a hastily-scrawled Counteraction Rune had broken the curse.

Except... I frowned. If it truly had been broken, why could I still see it at all? As I traced my fingertips across the faded ink and the angry, raised scar tissue, goosebumps erupted across Zayn’s back. 

“It’s still there,” I whispered. 

His shoulders rose and dipped in a heavy exhale. “I know.”

“But what does that mean?”

“I’m not sure.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I was able to leave the shop, despite Salen’s order not to... Then again, it’s possible her command over me died the moment she did, so it’s a flawed premise.” 

I grimaced at the memory of Roy’s butt cobra gobbling her up, thrashing rat tail and all. She was out of the picture, yes, but it wouldn’t be long before her mob-boss dad came looking for her, as well as Zayn’s one-of-a-kind, blood-altering delphinium ink.

The purpose of which, Sol had never deigned to tell him.

I gently turned Zayn around to face me, biting my lip at the feel of his warm skin beneath my fingertips. As he gazed down at me, tendrils of heat unfurled in my core.

Ask me something I couldn’t have answered before.

His words had repeated in my head at least a dozen times since that morning. And I’d come this close to raising the subject at least a dozen times since, only to chicken out at each and every opportunity. 

“Um,” I cleared my throat roughly.

Maybe the thirteenth time would be the charm.

“The, uh...the question you told me to ask you. To, um, make sure the Counteraction Rune actually w-worked—” I trailed off as my cheeks heated to what was almost certainly the color of an overripe tomato.

Ask me if I love you.

I couldn’t bear to look up at him as I forced out the rest of my question. “W-Why did you have me ask that question, um, in particular? I mean, as opposed to, say, disclosing Sol’s greatest weakness?”

Zayn’s body stiffened. I lifted my eyes just in time to see a muscle in his jaw twitch: a tell-tale sign that he was thinking through his next words very carefully. Finally, he licked his lips.

“Because my choices – my actions – did not always belong to me, I couldn’t risk becoming close with, uh...with anyone.” His cheeks flushed. “Anyway, the short answer is, I didn’t trust myself.”

My gulp was almost audible; I pictured “Zany’s” red eyes boring into mine, attempting to mesmerize me into releasing him via his utterly irresistible and intoxicating spell. I’d never seen Zayn’s incubus glamour before that moment. Not even a glimpse. 

And holy shit, was it potent.

“But even if I was selfish enough to put someone I cared about in danger, the compulsion itself prevented me from allowing anyone to get too close. It was too much of a risk to Sol – or rather, to his dominion over me...” His voice trailed off, and for the briefest moment, a flicker of anger crossed his face. At Sol? At...himself?

My breath hitched. I wanted to hold him, to comfort him. I wanted to tell him how sorry I was for the pain he’d had to go through. And, selfishly, I wanted – needed – to know how he truly felt about me, without the obscuring filter of the curse that had bound his tongue for so long. So we could finally clear the air and slap some sort of definitive label on...this. Us. Whatever we were. I’d finally mustered up the courage to ask him when his next words made my mouth snap shut.

“In any case, it was an emotionally charged moment, and I probably got a little too carried away with premature...declarations,” he chuckled awkwardly.

“I—oh.” My heart deflated like a limp balloon. 

Premature declarations? What did that even mean? That he really did love me but shouldn’t have said it so soon? Or that he didn’t actually love me, but got caught up in the euphoria of being freed and accidentally blurted it out?

“Anyway,” Zayn continued hastily, “while you were in the shower, I started prepping the delphinium petals for Extraction, even though I have no intention of using the finalized ink on Sol. As far as his curse truly being broken, that’s gotta be a good sign...right?”

Shoving aside my rampant neuroticism and self-doubt, I mustered up a weak smile. “Definitely a good sign.”

He sighed. “So far, all signs point to the curse being lifted... But I still worry.”

Heart thrumming with uncertainty, I slowly lifted my hand to cup the side of his face. After learning that Salen had been using Zayn’s body against his will for her own pleasure, I’d been hesitant to touch him without his explicit permission – incubus or not. But as he closed his eyes and pressed his cheek into my palm, I relaxed. 

“I won’t let them hurt you again, Zayn, I swear it.”

“Talia.” His hand reached up to cradle mine, and his lips found the inside of my palm. “While it means the world to me, that’s just not a promise you can make. I’ve never worked with kraken ink. I don’t know the extent of its power or how long it will last. I can only go off the word of the siren who gave it to you, which, to me, is dubious at best.”

I bristled. “That siren is my friend. She—”

“She saved your life,” he murmured, brushing his lips against the inside of my wrist. “I know. And for that, I am eternally in her debt.”

I bit my own lip as a hot pang of longing twisted through my core.

Zayn faltered, his beautiful emerald eyes glinting with the desire I felt, the desire I knew he could feel radiating from my pores. He released my hand to cup my face in both of his. Slowly, ever so slowly, he lowered his lips to my forehead.

My eyes closed at the aching touch of his lips. “You treat me like I’m made out of glass.”

“That’s because you are.”

“I’m not!” I protested.

“Talia.”

“Would you please just listen?” My hands reached up and closed around his wrists. “Before, at the shop, when we were, um, you know – getting physical – I didn’t even feel tired. I felt great! Revitalized even. Honest!” I added, seeing his incredulous expression.

“And the first time we made love, you had black circles under your eyes for a week.”

“I did not!”

“You did,” he sighed, gently pulling his wrists from my hands. “You may not remember that night, but I do.”

I took a step backward. “How can you say that? Of course, I remem—”

“Not like I do.” His eyes had darkened into a glower. “By the time the sun came up, your body temperature had plummeted and you were as white as a sheet. I couldn’t even wake you. You were so depleted,” he continued before I could interrupt, “I had to carry you home, where you proceeded to sleep for sixteen hours.”

“What are you talking about?” I demanded. “I...I drove myself home that night...” Didn’t I? I shook my head roughly. “I mean, I woke up in my bed the next evening, but that was because...because...” I faltered at my own fuzzy recollection. While the scorching details of that night had been permanently cauterized into my brain, the rest of the weekend had always felt hazy, like a half-formed memory.

“Because you’d had two glasses of wine with dinner?” he growled. I took another step backward. “No, Talia. I drove you home in your car. And the reason you couldn’t stop sleeping the following day is because I’d sucked you dry the night before. Because the allure of your golden blood was so intoxicating, I lost all control and nearly killed you. And you want to know the worst part?” He coughed out a bitter laugh. “While you were lying motionless in your bed, gray and weak as an umbra, I felt the strongest I ever had. Because I’d preyed on you and the potent magic in your blood. Because I’m a predator and a thief – a pathetic, fucked up creature who survives on the stolen energy of others.”

“No.” I was shaking my head in disbelief. “That’s not... I mean, yeah, I remember being sick the following week, but that was just the flu.”

“It was me. That’s why a physical relationship between us can only be parasitic. Because what I take from you, Talia, I can never hope to return.”

My jaw fluttered open in shock. Every syllable of what he was saying felt wrong. Maybe I had been tired the week after we’d had sex... And okay, sure, after trying to save him during the fachan attack, I’d ended up taking a four-hour nap against my will. But what about earlier this morning, when I’d seduced him at the shop? I hadn’t felt exhausted then. And I certainly never felt as though I’d been preyed on, least of all by him.

Unfortunately, none of those thoughts managed to come out as words.

Zayn turned away from me. “Just give me a few minutes... Please,” he added before quietly shutting the bathroom door behind him. 

I stared at the wooden barrier in wordless outrage. How dare he! A predator? A parasite?! Did he honestly believe that about himself? 

When the water turned on a few seconds later, I entertained thoughts of bursting through the shower curtain to prove to him how incredibly wrong he was in the form of clothes-free conflict resolution. But that didn’t exactly fall in line with my promise to respect his boundaries and his body.

Grinding my teeth together in an animalistic grumble, I smacked my palm on the door and shouted, “This conversation is not over!” and then abruptly spun on my heels to brush four days’ worth of blue knots from my tangled hair.

[image: image]

After I’d taken some time to calm down, and both of us had showered and changed into fresh clothes – him in a navy-blue t-shirt and jeans that he’d brought in his trusty burlap bag of requirement, me in cutoff shorts and a pink tank top – we carefully set Biscuit’s glittering black egg atop an electric heating pad and a rolled-up towel on the kitchen counter. While Zayn hand-selected and prepped the various inks I would need for his tattoo, I slumped into a chair and gnawed at my fingernails.

“Don’t worry,” Zayn smiled, reading my mind. Or possibly my panic-stricken face. “You won’t even have to sketch it out – see? Just trace the old lines of scar tissue. Certain colors have to go in certain spots, but I’ll tell you those ahead of time. Otherwise, you can choose the color palette. And I’ll handle the runes, so you don’t have to worry about that.” 

“Won’t it hurt – putting the tattoo over fresh scar tissue?”

He shrugged. “I’ve dealt with plenty worse.”

I bit my lip. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“I-I’m just...so tired,” I half-yawned, half-whimpered. “What if I mess it up?”

Zayn nodded thoughtfully, glanced at the clock, then eyed his bag with a sigh. After fishing through its seemingly-endless contents, he retrieved a small vial of bright pink liquid – Revitalizing Serum, the same stuff that got me through a vampire chase while also preventing a full-on asthma attack. “I wouldn’t normally condone taking two doses of this in less than twenty-four hours, but I’ll give you half a drop – enough to help you get through dinner without falling asleep. Okay?”

I gratefully stuck out my tongue, where he placed the tiniest, tingling-est, peppermint drop. A shiver of electricity worked its way down my throat and into my belly, then all the way to my fingers, scalp, and toes. And just like that, the exhaustion was gone – without the telltale racing-heart and pounding-head side effects of a Grapefruit Twist Summer Edition Red Bull.

“Holy crap,” I muttered, shaking my head. “You seriously need to market that stuff.”

“Be careful later tonight,” he said as he screwed the dropper back into place. “I don’t want you operating any heavy machinery after this stuff wears off.”

I nodded my assent as I reached for the alcohol and began prepping the tattoo site on his forearm – an area eight inches high and four inches wide, save for where Biscuit’s long tail feathers draped around Zayn’s wrist. The surrounding skin was already covered in lush foliage and tropical flowers, among which various runes and weapons were deftly hidden.

“What ink should I use to outline it? And how thick do you want the edges?”

He reached for a small plastic ink cap and a black bottle labeled Onyx. “Here – only fill the cap about halfway to start. This stuff’s worth more than my Porsche. And a 5RL or a 7RL is fine for the outline, though do me a favor and use the three-liner for the edges of the tail feathers.”

“Okay,” I nodded as I snapped on my latex gloves.

Zayn reached into his bag to pull out a bible-sized silver box that had been wrapped twice in rubber bands. Carefully, he unwrapped it and opened the hinged lid to expose the glittering black powder inside.

My heart skidded to a stop at the sight of Biscuit’s ashes.

“What are you going to do with those?” I asked quietly.

He didn’t reply as he fished out a metal lab spoon. After carefully measuring out a tiny pile of ash, he sprinkled it into the black ink. 

“I have no idea if this is going to work,” he murmured as he carefully mixed them together. “I’ve frankly never heard of a familiar sacrificing itself for anyone other than its master, let alone reincarnating as an egg. Only phoenixes can do that. But I’d like to do everything I can to preserve his essence, should we actually succeed.”

With a gulp, I retrieved the pinky-sized vial of blood from my shirt, which Zayn had gifted me earlier that morning. The cork of the vial had a small loop that I threaded the chain of my necklace through, so it could rest beside the locket-shaped fae talisman my parents had given me. I still had a couple hundred burning questions to ask about that, but those would have to wait until dinner at my mother’s house.

“May I?” I asked, uncorking the tiny, glowing bottle. Though the tattoo on my ankle shielded its signature golden glow while my blood was safely inside my body, it did nothing for the blood that was outside of it.

Yeah. My next period was gonna be a real trip.

Zayn eyed the vial, then nodded. “A drop or two should be good. I don’t want to have to stick you again anytime soon.” 

We both shuddered at the traumatic experience from earlier that morning. Suffice it to say, there was a lot of screaming and tears.

Oh, and I was upset too.

Still grimacing, I added a couple of drops to the ink-ash mixture, stirred it well, then filled the needle cartridge of my pen-sized rotary machine with our metallic black concoction. With a deep breath, I pressed the button to turn it on.

“Are you ready?”

Zayn flashed me a tight smile. “Let’s bring our little buddy home.”
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II. A Kindred Spirit
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“Is it okay if I don’t follow the outline exactly?” I murmured, not bothering to look up from the line I was pulling.

“I have no idea,” Zayn replied. “But I figure since you’re the one who gave him a second chance at life by Endowing him with part of your soul—”

“A notion we’ve yet to confirm,” I reminded him.

“—a fact I’m all but certain of,” he reiterated, “then I think you should have a say in his new and improved appearance.”

Smirking, I cleaned away the residual blood and ink from Zayn’s arm and slathered Biscuit’s completed wing tips in ointment to keep the edges crisp. “Are you saying my tattoo designs are an improvement over yours?”

“I definitely didn’t say that.”

“Mm-hmm, sure.” Suppressing a snort, I carefully re-sculpted the line I’d just pulled, pausing for a moment to admire the gorgeous handiwork on the rest of his sleeve. “How did you manage to get these tattoos on your right arm, anyway? I mean, they’re pristine. Who helped you?”

“No one.” He curled and uncurled his fingers during the interim. “I’m ambidextrous.”

“Of course you are,” I rolled my eyes. The man was pure perfection in every way. “But there’s no way you put those tattoos on your back all by yourself.”

“No. I had help with those.”

I glanced up at him, but he didn’t elaborate. Sighing, I squeezed a few drops of witch hazel into the black ink cup to make sure it didn’t dry out before I finished the outline, then rinsed out the needle with distilled water. The last thing I needed was to clog another cartridge of ultra-expensive ink and have Zayn give me the what-for.

Cradling his arm in my left hand, I shifted my body to get the curled edges of the tail feathers just right. After we fell silent, the only sound in my small kitchen was the hum of the tattoo gun, as well as the occasional howl of wind rattling the windowpane above the sink. A tropical storm was brewing a few hundred miles off the coast, expected to make landfall sometime during the night. I’d have to help Mom board up the windows that evening, just in case the winds decided to be extra and escalate into an all-out hurricane.

A heavy stone settled in my belly. 

Mom. 

Apparently, my banshee-descended Jewish mother had always known that gilded blood ran through my veins – thereby giving me the intrinsic power to unlock magic across two realms with a single drop. Why she couldn’t have been bothered to share that helpful tidbit of information with me sometime in the last two and a half decades, I had no idea. My father, who had known for months that he was standing at death’s door, never deigned to tell me either. He just passed along an ancient fae talisman – unbeknownst to me – that camouflaged my blood from those who would have otherwise sniffed me out. You know, until my decision to step into an interdimensional filing cabinet screwed everything up by exposing the golden magic just beneath my skin, which I then had to hide yet again via my brand-new, shine-reducing delphinium ink tattoo. 

Joyous times, right?

I had to work to unclench my jaw. Growing up, I’d always considered my father to be my best friend. But best friends don’t keep secrets about their magical fae lineage, do they?

“You have a very gentle touch,” Zayn remarked, stirring me from my petulant reverie.

I had to clear the lump from my throat before I could talk. “I do?”

He nodded. “Your single-pass lines are solid and your hand is steady. There’s conviction and purpose in every stroke. You’ve come a long way since you walked into my shop two years ago.”

I blushed at the unexpected compliment. “Well, I mean, I learned from the best.”

“No,” Zayn shook his head. “The talent you have can’t be taught. It’s in your veins. Like your magic,” he smiled. “I’ve never said this to anyone else, because it was never true before I met you, but you have it in you to become a Runemaster.”

Snorting, I lifted the needle from his skin to suck more ink into the cartridge. “I mean, as much fun as it sounds to be at the mercy of every fae gangster wanting enchanted runes Endowed on their body, I think I’ll pass... No offense,” I quickly added. “I know you didn’t have a choice.”

“But I do now,” he said softly, almost to himself. “And once I take down Sol...things will be different.”

“Yeah, but if he and his family are no longer in power, who would step in to take their place?” I raised an eyebrow. “You?”

Zayn didn’t answer.

With a sigh, I set down my machine and shook out my wrist. The outline was nearly finished. I just needed to get the detail work in the tail feathers, which required a steady, non-cramping hand.

“You said something back in the shop,” I remarked casually, keeping my face composed as I swapped out my 7RL needle for a more delicate 3RL. “You – or rather, Zany – said that your mother had an affair, and you were the unwanted product of that.”

Zayn’s features tightened, yet his tone was carefully nonchalant. “Oh?” 

“Mm-hmm. Care to elaborate further?”

Zayn glanced from me, to the partially-finished tattoo, to the digital clock above the stove. “Perhaps when we have more time.”

“It’s only three-thirty!” I argued. “We have at least another hour until we have to leave for my mother’s house. An hour and a half, really, since she pretty much expects me to be at least thirty minutes late these days.”

“Another time,” he replied in a tone that said the matter was closed.

“Fine,” I sulked. 

We spent the next twenty minutes in pointed silence as I painstakingly pulled each line of Biscuit’s long, elegant tail feathers, as well as the tendrils of flames that enveloped them. Zayn’s original tattoo hadn’t included any fire, but then again, neither had Biscuit. Not until he erupted in a brilliant blaze of rainbow-colored flames and subsequently saved my life. 

My eyes darted to the glittering egg balanced atop a warm towel. Had my blood actually given him the power to do that?

Beside my elbow, my phone buzzed. A text message from my mother appeared on the lock screen, reminding me not to be late. Timely, since the clock was ticking closer and closer to four-thirty. 

I let out a disappointed sigh as I studied my bare-bones tattoo design. I’d managed to finish the basic outline, but it was entirely bereft of color and life – a stark island in the middle of the otherwise vibrant sleeve Zayn had created on himself – left-handedly, to boot.

“I wish we had more time,” I muttered.

“So do I.” Zayn’s reply was so quiet, I raised a quizzical eyebrow. But he just cleared his throat and held out his hand. “Do you mind?”

“Go for it,” I replied, passing him the tattoo gun. 

With the precision of a true Runemaster, he began placing tiny, complex symbols inside and around the fresh design, all from memory. I watched, entranced, as he tattooed himself with perfect accuracy – sketching the symbols in Onyx, and then outlining them with Snow to keep the lines crisp – with nary a grimace nor a flinch. He muttered strange words beneath his breath the entire time. Every time he finished a rune, it flickered like a candle flame, then quickly faded back to black.

“What happens when the tattoo fades? Or the lines blur? They’re so thin to begin with.”

“Unlike other Runemasters, the ink I create doesn’t fade or spread over time; the only thing that impacts it is use.”

“Use?”

“Invoking the spell it represents.” For some reason, his eyes trailed to the faint tattoos on my forearms, a faded collection of interlocking geometric runes that I’d somehow managed to steal from Salen when she attacked me. I’d already used up one of them to turn her into a rat. But Zayn still hadn’t gotten around to telling me what the other five were for.

“Every rune has a certain number of uses embedded within it,” he continued, his attention once more on his own tattoo. “Some are only good for a single use; others, like the ones I’m placing right now, last a lifetime. My own life force – and yours – will help sustain the magic.”

I’d opened my mouth to ask him about the runes on my arms, but when Zayn’s eyes fixed steadily on mine, my mind turned into a hollow vacuum of nothingness. 

“One day, I’ll teach you everything I know...if you’d like to learn,” he added softly.

My cheeks heated. “I’d...I’d like that.”

When he finished the last rune, he set down the gun, eyeing Biscuit’s egg warily. “Given the novelty of the situation, I honestly have no idea what I’m doing this time around. I’m not even sure if this is the right way to go about bringing him back...” He trailed off, worry creasing his brow.

“I have faith in you both,” I smiled in earnest. “And besides,” I added loudly, “what are we gonna do with that massive pile of almonds sitting in your bag if Biscuit doesn’t come back to eat them?”

Zayn chuckled. “Nice.”

“We still have time to add a splash of color before we head out,” I said as I cleaned out the needle cartridge, and he slathered droka ointment across the fresh runes. “What shade shall we use?”

He gave a noncommittal shrug. “Whichever.” 

“Well, what’s your favorite color?” I pressed.

Zayn hesitated for a split second, his eyes flickering to the messy bun I wore atop my head, before answering, “Blue.” 

“Oh?” I asked, my voice squeaking out an octave higher than normal as I felt the flush spreading over my face. The corners of his mouth quirked up, which made me even more flustered. I’d only ever seen him smile – really, truly smile – a handful of times. And every time, my heart thrummed as though it had sprouted wings.

“What’s yours?”

“Green,” I answered automatically, then winced as my simmering cheeks heated to a rolling boil. Thank God I hadn’t blurted out, “The exact shade of green as your eyes.”

Because, you know, that would have been mortifying.

“Green and blue is a beautiful combination,” Zayn smiled. He reached across the table to retrieve two bottles: Zaffre, a deep ultramarine blue, and Dioptase, a lush emerald green that was just a few shades warmer than turquoise. After putting several drops of each into two clean ink caps, he handed me a round shader and smiled. “Go wild, Miss Kestenbaum.”

For whatever reason, that sent a thrill down my back. 

Shaking out my trembling fingers, I attached a fresh needle, siphoned Zaffre into the cartridge, and pulled several strokes of blue across the edges of Biscuit’s wings, tail feathers, and the top of his crown. Then I dipped my needle into Dioptase to blend the two, creating a near-iridescent effect. The pigments were as rich and luscious as I remembered, bringing bright splashes of beauty to the otherwise lifeless design. Joy filled me with each stroke and a wide grin tugged at my cheeks by the time I finished.

“Beautiful,” Zayn murmured.

When I looked up, he wasn’t looking at the design. 

“It’s nothing,” I tried to say, but the words came out in a barely-audible whisper.

He gently took the machine from me and set it on the table, then peeled away my glove to enfold my bare hand in both of his. “Once again, I find myself thanking you, Talia.”

I swallowed tightly, feeling faint at his touch. “Once again, you don’t need to.”

Our eyes locked and the air between us simmered with electrified, unspoken feelings. Feelings I could scarcely understand, let alone unravel. Because the fact of the matter was, Zayn was no longer just my boss. He hadn’t been for a very long time. 

Ask me if I love you.

My stomach knotted and unknotted itself. Did he love me? Did I love him? 

As I gazed into his eyes, I could feel the answer forming on the tip of my tongue, but fear and doubt gripped me by the throat. Between a human and an incubus, what did that word even mean? What could it mean, when Zayn himself believed he was a predator – or worse, a parasite? And what about me, the weak, lustful human who could barely keep her knees from buckling in his very presence? What did that say about my feelings for him, when he was a creature whose very design evolved from the need to attract and mesmerize his prey?

But that design is only skin-deep, a voice whispered from the back of my mind. And Zayn’s beauty goes a hell of a lot deeper than that.

A piece of dark hair had fallen across his eyes, which were boring into mine with fierce intensity. As I reached to brush it away, fire ignited behind his irises like molten glass, and for the briefest moment, his lips parted as though he might kiss me. But as soon as I felt myself inching forward to meet them, his gaze dropped to the table, where he began to briskly gather up the inks and recork them.

“Zayn,” I started, then choked on my own words as the pale lavender walls of my kitchen were abruptly replaced by total darkness – even though it was the middle of the afternoon. 

I rubbed my eyes furiously, trying to bring the kitchen back; as I did, pitch-black became a deep oxblood-red, and vein-like structures twined across my vision. It felt like someone was shining a light against my clamped eyelids, though open or shut, the image didn’t change.

“Zayn!” I heard my startled voice echoing both inside and outside of the vision.

As something cone-shaped began chipping away at the center of my vision, bright light replaced darkness, one broken fragment at a time.

My eyes popped open and the kitchen burst back into view at the same moment Zayn let out a sharp exhale. But before I could ask him what the hell had just happened, a flicker of movement made both of us whip our heads toward the mound of towels on the kitchen counter.

Biscuit’s egg was hatching.
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III. Marzipan
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The two of us scrambled to the counter, where a tiny gray beak was poking through a widening crack at the top of the egg. Zayn and I exchanged shocked, wordless glances while little bits of shell broke away to reveal a down-covered face with big, black eyes, and a single blue-and-green feather that sprouted from the crown of an otherwise-gray head. The itty-bitty chick wriggled free from its crumbling house, exposing matching clusters of blue and green feathers on the tips of its downy wings and fluffy bottom. 

A strange feeling of warmth blossomed in the center of my chest as I watched this little life enter the world. When it opened its mouth to let out a tiny chirp, I nearly melted into a verklempt puddle – me, the woman with about as much maternal instinct as a hamster. My hands flew to my heart as I turned to look at Zayn with a Cheez Whiz look of enraptured marvel. 

Surprisingly, he, too, was sporting a wide smile that went all the way to his red-rimmed eyes. 

“Did we do it?” I breathed. “Is it...him?”

After helping to remove the last bits of shell from the chick’s fluffy body, Zayn carefully scooped it into his palm. “Come see for yourself.”

“Well, hey there, little buddy,” I cooed, leaning in close. “Have you really come back to us?”

The chick nuzzled against my cheek. A moment later, a vivid image of an unshelled almond popped into my head. 

I stumbled backward. “What the hell was that?”

Zayn gently scratched the tiny little feathers growing atop the hatchling’s head, which resulted in a closed-eyed, contented chirp. “That was Biscuit’s way of answering you...and proving my theory.”

I frowned. “I don’t understand.” 

“You can ‘hear’ him now – which means you’ve established a soul connection. In other words, Biscuit is as much a part of you, Talia, as he is a part of me.” 

“Wait...are you telling me he could actually talk that entire time?”

“Yes. In his own way – which you’ll quickly learn.” Zayn shook his head in disbelief. “A shared familiar born of two soul fragments. Before today, I would have said that such a thing was impossible.” 

“Holy shit,” I muttered, my mouth completely dry. “S-So you're saying...the two of us...we created a little soul baby?”

As much as my cheeks were already flushing, Zayn’s completely blanched. A heavy, loaded, uncomfortable hush smothered the apartment, save for Biscuit’s happy little chirps.

I forced out an awkward laugh in an attempt to break the silence. “Um, all in favor of never, ever using the term ‘soul baby’ again, raise your hand.” 

All three of us immediately shot our hands/wings in the air. 

A split second later, another, “louder” image of an almond popped in my head. Our little goose was looking up at us both impatiently. Frankly, I half-expected him to cock a petulant wing at his hip.

“Sorry, little friend,” Zayn murmured as he ruffled Biscuit’s single head feather. Seriously, he looked like the birdy version of Alfalfa. “You’ll need to grow a bigger beak before you can do that.”

I blinked. “Was he a baby before, when you first created him?”

“No, he was fully grown from the start.”

“Wait. So, will he grow? Do familiars age? What about his—”

He held up his hands in a “beats me” gesture. “Your guess is as good as mine. I honestly have no idea.”

I glanced at the clock and winced when I saw the time. “Well, at least we know one of us is gonna enjoy dinner.”

“Who, Biscuit?” Zayn raised an eyebrow. “Why do you say that?”

“Well, for starters, my mother is obsessed with marzipan. Seriously. The woman hoards it like an addict. I’ve considered a formal intervention, but I worry the withdrawals could kill her.”

“Marzipan?” Both Zayn and the bird were giving me matching funny looks. “What’s that?”

Grinning, I replied, “I won’t spoil the surprise. Let’s just say, you are both in for a sickeningly-sweet, mushy almond paste treat.”

As though he’d understood – and maybe he actually did, who the hell knows – baby Biscuit started hopping up and down, flapping his stumpy little half-formed wings in wide-eyed excitement.

“Well then, I guess we’d better get going,” Zayn chuckled. “Prepare to be mentally subjected to a never-ending bombardment of almond images on the way. And no, it never becomes less annoying.”

“Oh, gee, that sounds great.”

Still snickering to himself, Zayn safely tucked Biscuit into the small chest pocket of his t-shirt and began gathering up his belongings.

Meanwhile, as my elation at Biscuit’s joyous reappearance began to wear off, I became rooted to my spot, chewing on my thumbnail. What business did I have co-parenting a magical familiar? I mean, I was the reason he’d nearly died in the first place. On the whole, animals didn’t exactly thrive in my presence – as evidenced by the smattering of pet-sized headstones that had adorned my backyard in Brooklyn. Dad could barely mow the lawn without accidentally reanimating some ill-fated goldfish or parakeet. And now I was somehow responsible for taking care of an elaborate talking chicken who housed a small chunk of my soul? (Did that make him a Horcrux?!) I had a hard enough time taking care of my own soul, thank you very much.

I started pacing back and forth as my Pandora’s box of anxiety began to disgorge itself of everything else that had been crammed in there. Like the fact that it had been years since I’d brought a boy home, mostly because my mom – and okay, maybe our jarring mother-daughter dynamic – had a tendency of scaring them away. And that was before it had come to light that she was part-banshee! What other bombshells would she drop on me that evening? How was I going to make it through dinner without having a hysterical meltdown in front of Zayn?

My throat constricted even further. Zayn.

I hadn’t even had time to consider the part that came after dinner, when he would have to flee from a soon-to-be-unhinged mob boss. He’d already made it abundantly clear that he wasn’t going to let me go with him. And I’d already called bullshit and said “Oh, yeah? Watch me.”

Which left us...where? 

Having annihilated my thumbnail, I moved onto auto-cannibalizing the cuticle itself. 

Knowing Zayn, he would probably just try to sneak away without me – fleeing in the night with nothing but his tattoos, an almond-obsessed baby parrot, and a Mary Poppins fanny pack to take on the most powerful fae in his every-leaf-is-dangerous home world.

What if he fails? My breath caught. Oh God. What if he dies?

As if reading my mind, Zayn turned around to look at me, frowned, then rested his hand on my shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

“Um...I was just thinking about Sol,” I half-lied, since I didn’t have the courage to tell him that I was on the cusp of having a panic attack at the thought of losing him. “I mean, should you even be coming to this stupid dinner, knowing he’s out there looking for you?”

He gave my shoulder a gentle squeeze. “That’s for me to worry about, not you. And besides,” he continued before I could interject, “he’s not looking for me. Not yet, at least. Salen hasn’t even been gone for a day. Knowing him, it’ll take at least two before he gets irritated enough to come looking for her.”

“And his delphinium ink.”

“And his delphinium ink,” Zayn agreed, eyeing the white flower petals on the counter that he’d only just started to process. “But by then, I’ll be long gone with it. And don’t worry about him coming here,” he added, as though that were somehow my biggest worry. “I have a fake address for you on file. If he ever tried to track down my only employee, he’d end up somewhere in the middle of Biscayne Bay.”

“But what if he shows up sooner, like Salen did?”

“That’s why we came here instead of my place,” he reminded me gently. “But again, Talia, all of that is for me to worry about, not you. I’ve already put you in harm’s way, far more than I ever intended. So you can be sure I won’t let that sick bastard come anywhere near you.”

Ugh, I groaned internally. Yeah, he was definitely going to try to sneak out through the back door after dinner.

“You have nothing to worry about,” Zayn smiled, and my heart sank further.

I forced a matching smile onto my face, not wanting to give away the fact that I knew exactly what he was planning to do – leave without a word, just like he did before. And this time, he certainly wasn’t going to leave a coffee mug behind for me to track him down.

Little did he know there wasn’t a chance in hell I was going to let that happen.
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We arrived over a half hour late after taking two separate cars, further cementing my fear that Zayn was going to skip town – er, realm – without me. My mom was still living in the same complex from two years ago – a six-story building comprising twenty-four units, most of which housed retired Jewish Florida transplants like her. Her unit was on the ground floor, which had its own entrance on the south side of the building. As the wind whipped and lashed at the fledgling palm trees that dotted the picnic area and common grounds, I trudged up the concrete walkway like I was headed to my own execution: with clammy palms, a racing heart, and a stifling feeling of dread. I had no idea what secrets she was going to divulge, but, somehow, I already knew I wasn’t going to like them. 

Zayn, on the other hand, seemed perfectly calm – cheerful, even – as he met me on the front porch with a bottle of wine in his hand and a baby bird chilling in his shirt pocket. Even with the wind whipping his hair in every direction, he looked gorgeous.

“My mom has dogs,” I warned. “You might want to have Biscuit take his two-dimensional form before they try to eat him.”

Zayn gave a helpless shrug. “I tried. He won’t go down for his nap.”

“Oy gevalt,” I muttered as I rang the doorbell, which immediately set off my mother’s yapping burglar alarms. I was pretty sure Chihuahuas were only supposed to live to be fifteen or twenty years old. And yet, because of (or perhaps in spite of) my mother’s smothering love and affection, these pipsqueaks were pushing twenty-five by now. I could hear them scratching at the bottom of the door and Mom screeching at them to stop barking, her shrill voice drawing nearer and nearer.

Tugging on the bottoms of my leggings self-consciously, I triple-checked to make sure my fluorescent tattoo was properly covered, then yanked the rolled-up, periwinkle-blue sleeves of my sweatshirt past my wrists. Hot, humid, tropical storm or no, I didn’t need to give Mom more excuses to yell at me for brazenly displaying magical “gang signs” on my forearms. And besides, thanks to her hot flashes – which she would almost certainly be discussing ad nauseum over dinner – the woman kept the inside of her house at a frigid fifty-five degrees.

“I’m coming, I’m coming!” she yelled from inside. “Lucy, Ricky, shush!”

“There’s still time to run,” I whispered, nudging Zayn in the ribs. “If we flee now, we could hit up BurgerMeister before the dinner rush.”

“Tempting, though I’m pretty sure cheeseburgers aren’t kosher.”

“Never stopped me before.”

The sound of multiple padlocks unlocking alerted me to my mother just before the door swung open and she appeared, dressed in ten shades of purple from head to toe. “Oh, thank God, you’ve stopped glowing... But, oy! What did you do to your hair?” she demanded through the screen door, every syllable drenched in a heavy Brooklyn accent.

“I dyed it.”

“And here I’d just gotten used to that awful fire-hydrant red! Why don’t you go back to your natural color, it was so gorgeous!”

“You should talk!” I snapped, directing my comment at her bottle-blonde tresses. “Are you gonna let us in or what?!” 

“Lucy, Ricky, get!” she yelled as she opened the door to usher us inside. “Hurry up, hurry up, before the dogs run outside in this meshuggeneh weather – don’t forget to take off your shoes!”

“Hello again, Mrs. Kestenbaum,” Zayn grunted as we squeezed past her into the tight foyer.

“Hi, dear! Dee Dee’s fine!”

“Good Shabbos, Mother,” I muttered. I deftly slipped off my sneakers, then took the wine bottle from Zayn so he could unlace his own shoes while narrowly avoiding the yapping pipsqueaks at his feet. A third, higher-pitched yip sounded from the inside of Zayn’s shirt pocket as Biscuit joined in, attempting to bark like a Chihuahua. 

Mom, for the moment, was too flustered to notice.

“Good Shabbos – don’t mind the dogs!” she answered as she nudged them back with a slippered foot. “They’ll shut up eventually! Anyway, hi, Bubaleh! You’re late,” she greet-chided me as she planted a big kiss on my cheek. “The least you could do is text me to let me know you’re not dead!”

“I did! I literally wrote you and said, ‘We’re not dead, we’re just running late!’”

“You did not! I would know if—oh, I guess I didn’t hear it.” She squinted at her phone. “How do I make this farkakteh thing louder so I don’t keep missing messages?”

I rolled my eyes and took her phone so I could set it to the highest volume. As I fiddled, she finally turned toward Zayn to greet him...and then let out a blood-curdling scream.

“OH MY GOD!”

“What?” Zayn started, eyes darting over his shoulder for the chainsaw-wielding serial killer he probably expected to find.

Of course, she was directing her exuberance at the small creature tucked in his pocket. “Have you ever seen anything so precious?!” she squealed. “Is that a baby bird? No, wait – it’s a plushie, right? It can’t be real!”

Zayn opened his mouth to answer, pausing as the barrage of questions just kept coming.

“Is it yours? Where on earth did you find it? Not from the front yard, I hope – those wild birds have diseases!”

“Mom, stop yelling!” I yelled. “Yes, he’s real. His name is Biscuit, and no, he’s not a wild bird. He’s Zayn’s...er, our, uh...”

“Pet,” he supplied, earning a reproachful squawk from the bird. An angry image of a frilly poodle on a pink leash popped in my head – Biscuit’s jarring way of correcting our terminology, I supposed.

“You brought me a grandbirdy!” Mom exclaimed, making my cheeks heat up like a stovetop. Even Zayn’s face had reddened, which was actually pretty adorable. “Oh, he’s just darling!”

Biscuit happily took the opportunity to hop into her hands, absolutely eating up all the attention she was lavishing on him. “Ahm!” he chirped as images of almonds accosted my head, each one louder than the last. “Ahm!”

“Is he trying to talk?” she gasped.

“In his own weird way,” Zayn replied. “Uh, do you happen to have any almond paste nearby?”

“He means marzipan,” I clarified.

“Marzee-pan? Do I have marzee-pan? That’s like asking a baker if they have flour! Come in, come in, sit down! But first, I’ll take that, my little mensch,” she grinned, snatching the bottle of wine from Zayn’s hand. “Now, go make yourself at home!” She motioned to the couch before scuttling off with her “grandbirdy” into the kitchen.

I heaved a mighty sigh as I led Zayn to the couch, while Lucy and Ricky continued yapping at us like we were burglars. Seriously, those dogs hated everyone except my mom and m—

“Are you freaking kidding me?” I gasped as both Chihuahuas jumped into Zayn’s lap the second he sat down. “Those dogs don’t like anyone. That one” – I pointed at Lucy, the one with long red hair – “once tried to bite our rabbi’s hand off! And Ricky” – the derpy-eyed black one – “growls at you if you sneeze funny.”

“Be nice to your doggy siblings!” Mom hollered from the kitchen.

Zayn shrugged helplessly while he scratched the dogs’ ears, both of whom had made themselves rather comfortable by curling up on his legs.

I sank into the couch, shaking my head in disbelief, while Zayn wordlessly took in the organized chaos that was my mother’s condo, too polite to divulge his inner thoughts. Pictures hung on every square inch of the white walls, including some fairly-humiliating bathtub photos of yours truly – one of which was taken when I was twenty years old. I’d stumbled home drunk sometime during winter break and accidentally fell asleep in the tub. Thank God I was wearing clothes, since my mother screamed me out of the house shortly after snapping that photo to use for blackmail. And then framed and nailed it to the wall for perpetuity.

Touché, Mother. Touché.

Apart from the explosion of family photos on all the vertical surfaces – many of which featured my father, when he was still bright-eyed and healthy – her condo was a vivid assortment of tchotchkes, throw pillows, dog toys, and a collection of odds and ends she’d found at random garage and estate sales “for a steal.” Which meant almost every horizontal surface had something on it too. Honestly, every time I came to visit, her condo seemed to get smaller and smaller – probably because she kept filling it with more and more stuff. She wasn’t a hoarder, since the clutter was militantly organized and impeccably clean, but I did wonder if all that stuff was the equivalent of a security blanket for someone who had very little growing up.

At least I didn’t have to sleep here, sharing the couch with four pillows, three blankets, two Chihuahuas, and one As-Seen-on-TV heated massage pad anymore. Because that’s how I spent my first sixty-three nights in Miami, after my father died and I impulsively dropped out of art school in Brooklyn to follow her here. After getting in a huge fight about a stray, cereal-lounging gecko after our sixty-fourth cramped, hostile breakfast together, I found myself in the lobby of Zayn’s tattoo shop with an art school portfolio in hand and a tiny hint of gold blood that my locket hadn’t quite concealed.

“By the way,” Mom shouted, “Moishe is gobbling up his marzee-pan like a boychik after my own heart!”

“Moishe?!” I hollered. “His name is Biscuit!”

“No, he’s my little grandbirdy, Moishe, and I love him already! Isn’t that right, little Moishe? And you love your bubbe, don’t you?”

“Moishe” let out a happy whistle; a moment later, an image of my mom hand-feeding him almond paste through a tiny syringe popped in my head, as though he were gleefully rubbing it in my face. The little runt was certainly milking this for every penny.

While Zayn stifled a laugh, I pressed my face into my hands. 

This was going to be a really, really long evening.
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IV. Family Secrets
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After filling the animals’ bowls, including a small teacup that she loaded up with mashed potatoes for Biscuit, my mother ladled a mountain of brisket, potatoes, and peas onto our plates. 

“Okay!” She rubbed her hands together. “It’s time to light the Shabbos candles.”

“Isn’t that normally done at sundown?” Zayn asked, eyeing the cloudy afternoon sky through the blinds.

“Yes, but if I don’t do it now, I’ll forget.” She struck a match and lit the two candles situated on either side of the brisket. After sticking the smoking match in a strategically-placed Dixie Cup of water, she covered her eyes and began to pray. “Baruch ata Adonai, Eloheinu Melech ha-olam, asher kidshanu b’mitzvotav vitzivanu l’hadlik ner shel Shabbat. Okay, let’s eat!”

As though they’d been waiting for that cue, the dogs attacked their hand-cut filets of brisket while Biscuit dunked his head in and out of his teacup like one of those bobbing bird desk toys, sending bits of mashed potatoes all over the special placemat Mom had set for him in the center of the table.

May we all be so lucky as to be reincarnated as one of my mother’s pets.

Salivating with the ravenous hunger of a bear coming out of hibernation, I shoveled a few forkfuls of brisket into my own mouth, sinking into my chair blissfully as the first real bites of delicious, hot food hit my stomach in days. Apart from Lam’s wilted greens and weird purple eggs, the only other sustenance I’d had in the last forty-eight hours was a granola bar, a liter of coffee, and a stale piece of toast, since I’d apparently forgotten to go grocery shopping last week.

“Zayn, tateleh, take some more brisket,” my mother chided, loading his plate with enough food to fatten up a small army. “You look like you haven’t eaten a good meal in days.”

I grimaced. It had been weeks, not days, since his last full “meal.” I felt a pang of sympathy as I watched him politely pick at the mountain of meat and potatoes on his plate, knowing it wouldn’t provide him much – if any – nourishment. The energy he needed came from a different kind of source... A source that I had repeatedly offered to provide, and he’d refused to accept. 

The three bites of food I’d ingested suddenly felt like lead. Whether he could hold out for days or even weeks, the man would have to properly feed himself at some point. If not from me, from whom would he get his next meal?

Suddenly, I didn’t feel particularly hungry anymore.

“Alright, so, I know you have a bunch of questions for me,” Mom announced, pouring the three of us a generous serving of cheap Manischewitz wine before settling into her seat, “but I have a few of my own, if that’s okay.” Without waiting for confirmation, she sucked down several mouthfuls of air to inflate her lungs – I briefly imagined her as one of those frigatebirds with huge, balloon-like chest pouches – then launched straight into her inquisition.

“Why was your skin glowing this morning? What is this supposed “curse” Zayn had, and how were you able to fix it? What have you really been doing for the past three days, since you obviously weren’t “camping!” And don’t you dare lie to me – I’ve had a bout of nonstop heartburn the entire time you’ve been gone!” She took another deep breath as she leaned forward, ticking the last of her questions off on her fingers as she barked them. “What kind of fae is Zayn? Where exactly did my little grandbirdy come from? And, most importantly, are you two dating or what?” 

Looking between the two of us expectantly, she violently stabbed a hunk of meat and shoved it in her mouth.

I took a strategically-timed swig of wine. I hadn’t told Mom about my misadventures in the Fae Realm and I really, really didn’t want to. Because if she found out about all the life-threatening perils we’d faced there, I’d never hear the end of—

“Talia walked through a portal to the Fae Realm, which unlocked the magic in her blood,” Zayn answered before I could even come up with a suitable lie. “That’s why she was glowing.”

“Hey!” I protested.

My mother dropped her fork. “Talia was in the Fae Realm?”

“Mm-hmm,” he replied, buttering his roll with finesse. “I told her not to touch my ink, but here we are.”

I gaped at him like the traitor he was. “Wow. Why don’t you use that knife to literally stab me in the back while you’re at it?”

“Talia!” Mom exclaimed. “The Fae Realm?! Do you know how dangerous that place is?!”

“How the hell would you know?”

“She did it to help me,” Zayn interjected. “Though I confess I didn’t exactly need her help...well, not yet, anyway. And as for her new camouflage,” he continued quickly, before either my mother or I could start up again, “we managed to find a flower there with properties that allowed me to hide the magical signature of her blood.” 

I absentmindedly used my toes to tug at the hem of my pants. Thank God he’d skipped the part about tattooing that flower’s properties directly into my skin. 

“And this curse of yours?” my mother asked after loading up his plate with three more rolls. “What’s the status on that?”

“To make a long story short, I was being controlled against my will by a powerful fae overlord. Luckily, Talia was able to counteract the curse by gifting me this rune.” Zayn’s fingers brushed against the complex symbol I’d tattooed at the base of his forearm, resting just above Biscuit’s presently-unoccupied portrait frame.

“You did that?” Mom asked incredulously. “Huh. And it really is permanent?”

Zayn’s smile wavered.

“Yes,” I said firmly, “it is. It’s made from kraken ink.”

“I see.” Mom was nodding as though we were recounting last night’s bocce ball game. “And what type of fae are you, exactly? I know it’s rude to ask, but I figure I have a right to know, since you’re schtupping my daughter.”

“We are not schtupping!” I blustered, feeling my cheeks broil. My mom opened her mouth to argue at the same time Zayn opened his mouth to answer her, but I gave them both a withering Class-A Death Glare.™ “Next question!”

The edges of her mouth dipped into a worried frown. “He’s not a vampire, is he?”

Zayn burst out laughing.

I rolled my eyes. “Of course, he’s not a vampire! Have you ever seen a vampire? They’re hideous!”

“How would you know?”

My mouth snapped shut.

Mom gave me a suspicious look – which I deftly avoided by taking another long gulp of wine – then tapped her chin thoughtfully. “You’re right, his face is far too pretty to be a vampire... Elf?”

“Mom, would you cut it out! He’s not an—”

“I’m half-elf,” Zayn replied, his eyes pointedly not meeting mine.

“I... What?” I blinked, taken aback. No. He’s just messing with her...right?

“Ah, that makes sense,” she nodded. “My mother once told me that elves are by far the most beautiful fae – apart from succubuses, of course.”

“-Bi,” I muttered under my breath. “It’s succu-bi. And stop hitting on my boss. You’re embarrassing him.”

“Oh, please. You could learn a thing or two about flirting from your mother!” 

Zayn blushed again – an all-time record – as she winked at him.

I raked my hands over my face to keep from lunging at her. “Mother, so help me God!” I groaned into my palms.

“Fine, fine. What about my Moishe? Is he from the Fae Realm too?”

Biscuit, whose beak was covered in mashed potatoes, gave a happy chirp, while Zayn and I exchanged loaded glances.

“Biscuit is my – well, our – familiar,” he answered, then quickly went back to continue picking at his dinner.  

A protracted moment of silence ensued – a Shabbos miracle, really – as we all took a moment to process his words. Or, in my case, his notable lack of words, since I couldn’t help but notice that he’d volunteered an answer for every single one of my Mom’s questions – save for the one about us dating. 

But then again, who could blame him?

He was my boss; I was his lowly employee. He was an incubus, and I was just a fragile little human (exact family heritage still pending). He claimed he loved me, and well, I hadn’t exactly responded in kind. (Mostly because he subsisted on the sexual energy of all the other women he slept with, and that felt like a red flag to me.) And anyway, he ended up muttering something about “premature declarations” later that same morning, which was fun.

In short, he and I had sailed right past “It’s Complicated” and taken our relationship status straight to “Raging Dumpster Fire.”

“That’s...not possible.” 

My mother’s words snapped me back to the present, her gaze darting between Zayn, me, and the little ball of floof in the middle of the table who was determinedly making his way through a mound of mashed potatoes twice the size of his body. 

“What’s not possible?” I asked, my tone far more acerbic than I’d intended. “The interdimensional portal in Zayn’s filing cabinet, the existence of magical curses and krakens, or the fact that your ‘grandbirdy’ started off as a tattoo?”

“Uh, well...” For some reason, her eyes fell on the two little dogs in the corner that had fallen asleep in their food bowls.

“What do you know of familiars, Dee Dee?” Zayn asked, arching an eyebrow.

I openly scoffed at his question. Until I saw the sheepish expression that skittered across my mother’s face.

“Who wants more potatoes?” she asked cheerfully. Balanced on the edge of his teacup, Biscuit let out a plaintive chirp, greedily ruffling his feathers as she added to his towering pile of mush.

“Mom.” I gave her a pointed look.

“You can’t have any of these, I put sour cream in them.”

“Mom.”

“Okay, okay!” she sighed. “I know about familiars because, well...Lucy, if you can believe it, is a familiar. My familiar. And Ricky was your father’s.”

My fork clattered to the table. “Come again?”

“Let me just go get some more rolls, and then—”

“Ma!” I shouted. “What the hell do you mean the dog is your familiar?”

Completely ignoring my question, she dabbed the side of her mouth with a napkin and then poured the three of us more wine, saving the most generous portion for herself. “When two Jews get married and decide to have kids, they have to take a blood test to make sure they aren’t carriers of certain genes. Things like Tay-Sachs disease, for example, can run in Ashkenazic blood lines.”

“What does any of this have to do with—”

“Oy gotenyu with this child! I’m getting there!” She threw up her hands. “The point is, your father and I took that test after we got married, believing we were both of Ashkenazic descent. What we didn’t know at the time was that we were both of fae descent as well – which is why you are an asthmatic, lactose-intolerant, gold-blooded pain in my tuchus.”

“What?!”

“Talia’s father was fae as well?” Zayn asked, shooting me a worried glance. Understandable, since I’d just guzzled down my entire glass of wine and was reaching to pour myself another.

“Now, that’s a funny story, since Howie didn’t actually know he was related to fae until I got pregnant!”

“How is any of this funny?!”

My explosion startled Biscuit, who had just started to doze off on the side of his teacup. He fell into the mound of potatoes with a victimized squawk.

“Come on, little guy,” Zayn ushered him into his palm, brushing little bits of potato from his downy floof. “Go sleep where it’s quiet.”

Biscuit ground his beak stubbornly before finally surrendering to a wide yawn. 

“Hibiscus!”

“Rawk!” 

In a flash of blue and green light, he was gone, safely dozing inside his unfinished tattoo residence.

“He never used to be this obstinate,” Zayn muttered, casting me a brief side-eye.

“So, he’s the tattoo variety of familiar?” Mom asked, then pressed her lips into a thin, sheepish line when she caught my glare. “Talia, don’t yell at me. I never expected to have to tell you any of this.”

“And why the hell not?!”

“Because your father and I made the decision a long time ago to spare you from certain parts of your heritage.” As my mouth unhinged to launch an expletive-laced tirade, she held up a weary hand. “Oy, would you stop hocking my tchynik and just listen!”

Zayn gave me a gentle nudge under the table. My mouth clicked shut angrily.

“Oy-yoy-yoy,” she sighed tiredly. “I don’t even know where to begin... Well, I guess you already know that my mother was a banshee, though she was born in Ukraine.”

I shot Zayn an accusatory glare. “I thought all fae were from the Fae Realm.”

“Originally,” he shrugged, “but it’s not like they can’t procreate on Earth, too.”

“You would know,” I muttered so quietly, I doubted even the dogs could hear.

“As I was saying,” Mom continued, “your grandmother foretold the deaths of everyone around her, even after my father begged her to stop. Eventually they were chased out of their village entirely. Even after they immigrated to New York, people called her a witch. But she couldn’t help it; she saw death everywhere. And, being a child of the Holocaust, she’d endured unspeakable trauma, which left its mark on her. She ended up dying in a mental institution when I was sixteen.”

My mouth dropped open. All I’d known about my bubbe before that very moment was that she’d been mentally ill and died when my mom was young.

“Anyway, that’s all you need to know about that.” Mom cleared her throat. After taking a moment to compose herself, she added, “As for your grandfather’s lineage, I have no idea. He was a terrible man and I cut off contact with him as soon as I could. He died before you were born.”

“And D-Dad?” I managed to choke out.

“Like I said, he didn’t find out about his fae roots until he was almost thirty years old.”

“What happened?” Zayn asked, leaning forward in his seat.

“I’ll tell you what happened! I was six months pregnant and my belly started glowing bright yellow! The nurse giving me my ultrasound passed out from shock, thinking I was some sort of Virgin Mary, and then my mother-in-law – my real mother-in-law – flew through the window to reclaim her son and his gold-blooded progeny.” She spat angrily. “Turns out he was a changeling, abandoned by his harpy mother and his deadbeat father—”

Zayn gasped as though she’d just dropped a horribly offensive racial epithet. 

By this point, I had succumbed to complete and utter shock. All I could do was pour myself another glass of wine and try to drown myself in it.

After a heavy beat of silence, Zayn’s hand enveloped mine beneath the table, sending a jolt of much-needed electricity back to my flatlining heart. “Talia, a changeling is a fae that’s been swapped for a human child.” He cleared his throat awkwardly, as though he were talking about some dark, taboo subject. “In rare instances, fae will trade their sickly offspring for a healthy human baby. They do this by willfully abandoning their own youngling in the human realm – where it will often perish – and raising the stolen human infant as their own. The parents almost never know, since the babies are swapped immediately after birth and the fae infant is usually camouflaged to appear human.”

I whipped around to face my mother, who was shaking her head furiously. “Can you imagine? Leaving their sick and dying children on this planet to perish! And do you know they intentionally target the most beautiful human babies, so they can bring them back to the Fae Realm like some sort of purebred puppy? Absolutely despicable!”

My head was spinning from shock and creeping exhaustion. No matter how hard I tried to understand what she was saying, I just couldn’t make my brain process the absurdity of her words. My father, Howard Kestenbaum – the asthmatic, calculator-carrying, certified public accountant with Coke bottle glasses – was the discarded fae son of a harpy? 

I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to wake up from the medically-induced coma I’d obviously been placed in earlier that week, but when I opened my eyes again, nothing had changed. Nothing at all. Except for the growing pain in my hand from clenching Zayn’s fingers like a steel bear trap. An ordinary man would have yelped and leapt away from me. But he just hung on like the super trooper he was and continued asking questions on my behalf.

“So, Talia’s father was raised here. And I assume his human parents had no idea that he was a changeling?”

“They believed he was their son until their dying day, which was God’s mercy, if you ask me.” Mom shook her head, clicking her tongue. “Howie had a lot of health issues as a baby, but his adoptive parents – angels, really – were determined to help him. They had the resources to do so, too. By the time he went to school, he could run and play with the other children. He was just...more fragile than the others.” She smiled sadly. “Anyway, before getting pregnant, we found out that we both had incredibly rare blood types—”

Zayn’s eyes widened.

“Not gold blood,” she clarified, “but blood with strange mutations – mutations the lab techs had never seen before. I suspected mine was because of my mixed Ashkenazi-Banshee heritage. As for Howard’s, we didn’t know what the hell it was at the time. We just assumed his blood was the reason he was constantly sick as a child.”

Zayn was shaking his head in disbelief. “Two completely different, random mutations on both sides. Pure chance, twice over...resulting in Talia’s extraordinarily rare condition.”

“The fae who sold us her talisman said the odds were one in two million!”

“Even less, actually, since she’s part human.”

“This is insane,” I whimpered, scrubbing my hands down my face as a weird tickle appeared in the back of my throat. “Would one of you please just come out and tell me that this was some sort of elaborate joke? Or that I’m in a coma? Or dead?”

“Bite your tongue!” Mom admonished, then sighed. “Sorry, Tally. I couldn’t make this stuff up if I tried.” She patted my hand sympathetically. “Anyway, the moment my belly started to glow, lo and behold, the harpy arrived, trying to stake a claim on her unborn grandchild. I, of course, told her where to stick it, but Talia’s poor father nearly had a panic attack at the sight of a massive eagle with bare boobs and a woman’s head announcing herself as his mother right there in the OB-GYN’s office.”

The tickle in my throat abruptly devolved into wheezing, hysterical giggles.

Zayn and my mother exchanged glances.

I slapped both hands on the table, shoulders shaking and eyes watering. “So, you’re telling me that one of my grandmas was a banshee, and the other was a bird? I mean, come on! What are you going to tell me next – that Dad hatched from an egg?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” My mom rolled her eyes. “Harpies are shapeshifters. Your dad was brought into the world just as you were. Vaginally,” she added, just in case she hadn’t already been clear enough.

My laughter abruptly stopped, though my jaw was still hanging open like a box with a broken hinge. I looked between my mother and Zayn helplessly, trying to make sense of the spewing crock of insanity they both seemed to accept as fact.

He flashed me a sympathetic smile, which only made me feel worse, before continuing. “Okay, so Talia’s grandmothers were a banshee and a harpy, and you and Howard both had odd mutations in your blood, resulting in Talia’s gold blood... But what about her grandfathers? Were they fae as well?”

“As far as I know, both of Talia’s grandfathers were nice Jewish boys. Well, my father wasn’t nice. But I’m pretty sure he was Jewish. I doubt a fae would choose to survive on vodka and Chef Boyardee until his dying day... Tally, sweetie, here, have some more wine. I know this is a lot to take in.” She refilled my glass, emptying the bottle, then reached for the good stuff Zayn had brought.

I swallowed half my glass in one gulp, warily regarding the fresh bottle my mom was uncorking, since my one and only experience with fae wine had left me nearly-comatose in a satyr’s bed. “That’s not from the other realm, is it?”

Zayn gave me a funny look. “No, of course not. It’s from Albertsons.”

After taking a moment to knock back the other half of my glass, I wiped my mouth and tried to take a deep breath. The two or three – Or four? – glasses of wine I’d downed were steadily warming my belly. And in the heady, drunken haze that was starting to cloud my rational vision, all the insanity my mother had been spouting at me was beginning to click into place.

“Okay... Okay.” I knuckled my forehead. “So, you’re a banshee, Dad’s a changeling, the dogs are your familiars, and—wait a second. Wait a second!” I leapt from my chair. “If they’re your familiars, then where’s your tattoo?!” I jerked an accusatory finger at my mother.

“Oh, please,” she sniffed. “That’s so gauche. There’s more than one way to make a familiar.” She reached into her ample cleavage to lift a chain with two small red pendants. The strange symbols engraved on them matched the symbols hanging from the dogs’ collars.

I swallowed, trying to put moisture back in my mouth as I looked from her to Ricky, who had woken from his post-prandial nap to take a long, luxurious stretch. “D-Does that mean... I mean, does Ricky...?”

A wan smile appeared on her face. “Yes. He still carries a small piece of your father’s soul.”

“Oh my God,” I whispered, sinking into my chair. 

“Exactly. Thank God he and Lucy bonded as closely as they did over the years, or Ricky wouldn’t have been able to survive the loss of your father. I know I nearly didn’t.”

The hot tears that had gathered in my eyes abruptly began spilling down my cheeks. And just as he’d done for every bump, scrape, and heartbreak of my childhood, Ricky jumped in my lap and started to lick the tears from my face.

“Oh, Dad,” I whispered, squeezing my eyes shut and hugging him close.

“Tally, listen to me,” Mom sniffed as she hurriedly wiped away her own tears. “Your father and I never meant to lie to you. But, please, just try to put yourself in our shoes. My mother, a fae, was declared insane and institutionalized. I have life-long, crippling anxiety. Your father had terrible health problems after being discarded by his birth mother – who, by the way, was a terrible, God-awful creature that tried to kidnap you every chance she got. Which is why your father and I took our one and only trip into the Fae Realm, shortly after you were born.”

I blinked, trying to imagine my mother and father traipsing through the perilous, glaistig-laden Fae Realm – but it was too absurd, too terrifying to even think about.

“We gave nearly everything we had to buy a handful of magical tchotchkes so we could try to hide your magic from fae sight. Thank God for that locket,” she added, pointing at my throat. “It’s the only thing we eventually found that was powerful enough to shield your blood. It’s frankly the only reason I allowed you to move out of the house. I’m just so sorry it turned out to be furshlugginer.”

“The talisman you bought worked extremely well.” Zayn was regarding my mom with a mix of sympathy, admiration, and something else...wistfulness, perhaps? “The only reason I was able to recognize Talia’s blood is because of my own, uh...unusual heritage. I tend to recognize what others can’t.”

My eyes shot to his, but he gave an imperceptible shake of his head.

Who is this guy? I frowned. I’d asked Lam that same question after realizing that Zayn could Extract, Endow, and Benefact – despite the fact his blood wasn’t gold – but the satyr just laughed.

If he has not told you of his unique lineage, Pet, it’s not my place to be remarking on it.

I was just about to open my mouth to press the subject when Mom took my hand in hers, squeezing it. “I hope you can understand, Talia. Your father and I didn’t want you to be burdened by everything that we ourselves had suffered. Your great-grandparents passed down the trauma of the Holocaust through their genes. Some of your grandparents were human, some were fae, but all were completely meshuggeneh. Your father was always sick and I’m a neurotic mess...” She shook her head sadly. “It’s hard enough being a Jew in this crazy world without the whole family being jinxed. Can you blame us for wanting to shield you from being fae as well?”

“Mom...” I started, then trailed off, the right combination of words eluding me. I had no idea how I felt about any of this. I didn’t know whether to blame or forgive. I just felt...numb.

Jinxed... Is that what I am?

Ricky leapt from my lap to cuddle with Lucy on the sofa, leaving behind a heavy silence in my mom’s small, cramped dining room. 

After a few tense moments, Mom gave me a tight smile, then hurriedly rose from the table, dabbing her eyes. “I made kugel for dessert. Just... Just give me a minute to prepare it.”

I watched her disappear into the kitchen, where the sounds of banging drawers and clattering dishes filled the air. Squeezing my eyes shut, I pressed my hands against my ears to drown out the racket. Unfortunately, most of the noise was in my own head, in the form of a raging storm of questions. Sadness, shock, and fear pressed down on me, until my shoulders were stooped with the weight of it all. Zayn’s hand gently rubbed the small of my back in what was probably meant to be a reassuring gesture, but that only made the tears come faster.

As he opened his mouth, probably to offer some form of condolence, I bolted from my chair, nearly knocking it over, and ran to the bathroom, where I promptly threw up a crimson torrent of brisket and wine all over my mother’s bathtub.


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

V. Fear of Intimacy
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After hastily cleaning up the tub I’d desecrated, I scoured my mom’s teeming medicine cabinet for a Skittles-like assortment of anti-nausea, anti-anxiety, anti-inflammatory, and anti-histamine pills (for good measure), all of which I stuffed down my throat before guzzling a mouthful of water straight from the tap. 

From then on, the night got much better. Or, at least, much quieter. We ate our kugel in silence, helped Mom clean up the kitchen, and then settled in the living room to watch some Lifetime movie her temple friends had been raving about. Well, to be fair, she watched the movie. Zayn promptly fell asleep on the couch, his arm dangling just beside me. I rested my head against him as I sat on the floor matching candies on my phone. Meanwhile, my parents’ Chihuahua familiars – infamously neurotic and antisocial – took the opportunity to curl up on Zayn’s chest and fall asleep.

“I like him,” Mom said suddenly. Her eyes, lined with fatigue, had abandoned a commercial for an anti-diarrheal pill to regard the three snoozing creatures on the couch. “He carries a lot of pain, though.”

“How do you know?”

“You could say I have a sixth sense for suffering.”

“Ha. You and every other Jew on the planet.”

“You know what I mean.”

“You mean because of your banshee blood?” I asked, setting my phone down.

She nodded. “I don’t know how much of that was passed down to you, but I’ve always suspected you can sense things that others can’t.”

I snorted.

“I’m serious! Even when you were a baby, you’d have bouts of colic that always seemed to coincide with a nearby death – a pet, a family member, a neighbor. As you got older, you would act out in other ways – causing trouble at school or skulking around the house with that farbisseneh punim.”

“What’s ‘farbisseneh’ mean?”

“Surly.”

“Please,” I rolled my eyes. A commercial about cooling hemorrhoid cream had just started, so I snatched the remote from the armrest and muted it. “I didn’t get surly right before someone died. I was just surly in general.”

“Oh yes, you did! The day you got suspended in first grade for knocking out that boy – what was his name?”

“Andy,” I muttered. “And believe me, he deserved it.”

“Well anyway, the day you got suspended for beating him up, your goldfish died.”

“No!” I clutched my chest in mock disbelief.

“In fourth grade, you were so irritable one Tuesday afternoon, they sent you home. Later that evening, we got news that your grandfather – Dad’s adopted father – had passed away.”

“Okay, sure, but I’m always irritable.”

“When you were in high school, you started acting out in different ways, especially when those crazy hormones kicked in. But I’m telling you, every time you did something really bad – like egging your gym teacher’s house – someone we knew either died or had a terrible accident within a few hours. I remember it because your lousy days always coincided with my lousy days. Oy, your poor father! Most men have to worry about their wives’ and daughters’ menses syncing; your father, bless his heart, would get bouts of existential dread. ‘Is it PMS or is someone we know about to die?’ he’d ask me every month. And every month I’d shake a fist at him and say, ‘Ask me again, and the answer might be both!’” She snorted, chuckling at the memory. “Anyway, I think that’s the reason you and I fought so much. We were always on edge, always at the same time.”

I opened my mouth to dismiss the nonsense she was spewing – the real reason we fought all the time was because she was constantly on edge and drove me up a wall – but I didn’t have the energy to argue. So, I simply nodded, unmuted the TV, and went back to mind-numbing candy-matching while she resumed her steamy, melodramatic, extramarital-affair-turned-murder Lifetime movie. When she eventually started to nod off around nine o’clock, I escorted her and the dogs to her bedroom, where she gave me a kiss and promptly fell asleep.

We Jews aren’t exactly known for our livers of steel.

Once she and the dogs were tucked in, I trudged to the guest bathroom where I groggily went about my own nighttime ablutions. Eyes half-closed, I brushed my teeth, washed my face with my mom’s menthol-scented cold cream, and changed into the black satin shorts and matching tank top I left at her place for the occasional impromptu sleepover. I didn’t worry about covering up the runes on my arms and ankle since my mother would be out cold for at least ten hours after the amount of wine she’d uncharacteristically knocked back. That she had been polite enough not to make disparaging comments about Zayn’s full tattoo sleeves throughout dinner was frankly a Shabbos miracle... Then again, maybe she was just too busy getting caught up in his inhumanly-attractive face, like every other straight woman and (sometimes not-so-) gay man who ever laid eyes on him.

The floorboards were cold as I padded quietly down the hallway, and mounting winds were whipping against the building, rattling the window frames and whistling through every crevice and crack. At least the storm’s trajectory had shifted north, which meant I could hold off on boarding up the windows. Mom’s neighbors probably wouldn’t have appreciated me banging on the side of the building, since most of them were in bed by seven. 

When I got to the living room, Zayn was still sleeping soundly, with one arm hanging over the couch while the other was draped above his head. His hair, normally combed back, had fallen across his face, and his features were smooth and serene. I stopped a few feet away, feeling my heart swell at the sight. I’d never seen him sleep. Without his furrowed brows or tight expression, he looked younger. Peaceful, even. Kneeling beside him, I stifled a heavy yawn as quietly as I could, not wanting to disturb him. My mom had an inflatable mattress for the rare occasion I spent the night, but I couldn’t bear the thought of leaving his side. Or worse, waking up in the morning and finding him gone. Maybe I could just curl up on the easy chair, or—

Zayn stirred, then rolled over on his side.

I should go find the air mattress, I bit my lip. Leave him be.

“Talia,” he whispered, still very much asleep.

My breath caught.

“No...” His face contorted. “Please...”

“Zayn?” My lip chewing intensified. Should I wake him up...?

He let out a quiet moan. “No...not her.”

Guilt cleaved through my chest. I’d put him through so much when we were in the Fae Realm, constantly stumbling into traps and trouble. And now, here we were at home, safe and sound, and he still couldn’t relax. Grabbing one of the many blankets my mother had slung across the top of the couch, I gently sidled up next to him, covering both of our bodies in soft fleece. Neurotic brains were my forte; his temporal lobe just needed a gentle reminder that we were out of harm’s way so it could move on to cheerier dream subjects. 

As my body pressed against his, Zayn immediately started awake. He rolled over to face me, his nose barely two inches from mine, as I tried to stammer out an apology. 

“I-I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

His arms were around me in an instant. I could hear him breathing in the smell of my hair as he pulled me close. “Talia,” he whispered, his voice hoarse. “You’re okay.”

It took a moment, but eventually my brain remembered how to convert thoughts into words. “Y-You were having a nightmare.”

With an intensity that caught me off guard, he clutched my body against his, cradling the back of my head. I slipped my arms beneath his, more reflex than thought, and pressed my face against his chest. His heart was crashing against his rib cage, which was rising and falling in quick, shallow breaths. I couldn’t help but wonder what he’d seen. But since he didn’t offer, I didn’t ask. 

We held each other tightly for a long, silent moment, each of us haunted by our respective, unspoken fears, each of us taking both comfort and sorrow in the other’s presence.

As his breathing finally began to slow, I pulled away to look up at him. All the lamps in the living room had been turned off, but a faint column of light trickled in from the hallway, outlining his features in dim lines and shadows. And yet his eyes glowed in the darkness – glowed from within, shining like two emeralds caught in the moonlight. They gazed down at me with an unspoken intensity that I could feel more than see.

I don’t know which of us moved first. 

Our lips found each other’s before our minds had a say – shy, timid kisses that quickly turned into a slow and sensual embrace. I kept waiting for Zayn to pull away, to chide me about the dangers of getting too close to him. But the fog of sleep and wine had set us free from our fears and inhibitions, and for the first time in our relationship, neither one of us was pulling away or holding back. 

A gasp hitched in my throat as his fingers gently knotted in my hair, tilting my mouth towards his. His other hand slid down my back, leaving a trail of goosebumps in its wake. When his fingers slipped beneath the hem of my shirt to pull me closer, I parted my mouth against his, sinking against his body in complete surrender. I was putty in his hands. His smell, his touch, his intoxicating taste – the very essence of him flooded my senses, leaving me breathless and light-headed.

With a tremendous amount of mental fortitude, I breathlessly broke from the kiss to gaze deeply into his eyes. “Please?”

A low, hungry growl rumbled in his throat. His lips, warm and soft, melded against mine as he kissed me even more passionately, sending an explosion of heat straight to my core. Where there had been hunger and urgency in the past, tonight he embraced me with the warm, loving tenderness of a man who had no intention of ever letting me go.

And I returned that embrace, praying he never would.

My fingers curled over his shoulders as our bodies writhed and tangled together. His fingers raked up my back and wound themselves into my hair, pulling me tighter as though he couldn’t hold me close enough. As his tongue danced over mine, I moaned against his mouth, dizzy with desire.

I needed more.

Shifting my weight on top of him, I straddled his hips, sliding against his growing erection as we kissed each other passionately. Through my thin satin shorts, I could feel every motion and shift of his pelvis as it ground against mine. Desire pulsed between my thighs and coursed through my body. Echoing my urgency, Zayn reached forward with two hands to pull me roughly against his hips, grinding the entire length of his arousal along the damp strip of fabric between my thighs. I gasped out loud as stars swam in front of my vision, pulling away from the kiss just long enough to get more oxygen to my brain.

I had to get these shorts off. I had to—

“Talia,” he whispered hoarsely, cupping my face in his hands. 

My hand immediately cradled his. Quivering from head to toe, I gazed down at him, frightened by the intensity of my feelings. Emotions I’d never felt before welled in my chest, threatening to pour from my tongue. I’d never cared for anyone the way I cared for him, never wanted so badly to say the three words I’d never uttered to any other lover. Tears pricked at the corners of my eyes as the deep and heartfelt veracity of those words bubbled up in my throat. 

As I opened my mouth to speak, a sudden wave of vertigo snapped it shut. 

Ignoring it, I bowed my head to try to kiss him again; as I did, the room spun and lurched before my eyes. I shook my head roughly, pressing my hands against his chest for support as dizziness threatened to overtake me. I could barely hold myself up; fatigue had slowly been creeping into my bones since the moment I lay down beside him. But it wasn’t that realization that frightened me – it was the fact that I had no idea what was happening.

Or why.

“Talia?” Zayn’s eyebrows furrowed as his wide, anxious eyes probed mine. “What’s wrong?”

A wave of exhaustion gripped my body and mind, the unyielding, bone-weary kind that made it nearly impossible to speak. It was as if someone had attached fifty-pound weights to my tongue and my eyelids. 

No! a voice cried out in the back of my mind, trying to fight it. Don’t you dare! Don’t you—

My shoulders stooped as profound disappointment intermingled with mounting fatigue. More than anything else in the entire world, I wanted to be right here, with him. And yet I was fighting a losing battle against my own body.

“Zayn,” I mumbled, feeling myself teetering. “Zayn, I...I...” 

I slumped over to my side, too weak to hold myself upright. 

“Talia!” Zayn cried out hoarsely. “Oh God, Talia, I’m so sorry!”

“Zayn...”

As my eyes fluttered, fighting against the darkness, I watched those beautiful, hovering emeralds dim to black. The last thing I remember as sleep overtook me, were two strong arms that cradled me tightly, rocking me against a warm, safe place while the rest of the world dissolved into heartbreaking dreams.
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VI. Choices
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I awoke to the extremely strange sensation of two tiny little claws digging into my scalp. When my eyes popped open to swat away the goat-lady that had been poking me with a stick in my nightmare, the first thing they registered was the small, floofy gray butt hanging over my forehead, and a sprout of multicolored tail feathers that were significantly longer than they’d been the night before. Biscuit was tugging at my bangs with his beak while images of wine-red hair zealously pummeled my brain. Apparently, he wasn’t a fan of my new hair color – much like my mother – and was furiously trying to preen the blue away.

“Oof,” I grunted, hoisting myself up on one elbow. “It’s permanent dye, little dude.” 

I tried to rub the residual slumber from my vision. My head felt incredibly heavy and my mouth felt like I’d been gnawing on cotton all night. Eyes crossed, I surveyed the green, blue – and now yellow, orange, and red – tail feathers that hung all the way down to my nose. Multicolored pinfeathers covered Biscuit’s body, which had doubled in size overnight.

It must have been all that marzipan, I grimaced as I palmed my aching forehead. 

I blinked a few more times as my mother’s living room slowly came into focus, though everything was cast in the flat, gray light of early morning. Stripes of dark clouds filtered in between the blinds while rivulets of water streamed down the windows. I stretched my arms over my head, trying to clear the strange feeling of disquiet I’d woken up with. Something was tugging at the back of my mind. Something persistent and troubling and—

“Zayn!” I gasped. Biscuit let out an indignant squawk as I whipped my head around wildly. He wasn’t on the couch. Or in the living room. Or in the kitchen.

After plopping our peevish, pre-pubescent parrot on the armrest, I leapt to my feet and quickly padded down the hallway. The bathroom door was open, its interior dark, and Mom’s bedroom door was still shut.

“Shit!” I hissed, raking my hands through my hair. 

Skittering over to the front door, I peered through the narrow window beside it. Heavy, swollen clouds hung low in the sky, dumping buckets of water that had already formed miniature pools at the base of the squat palm trees in the front yard, while bits of debris flew through the air like the tornado scene from The Wizard of Oz.

Worst of all, Zayn’s car was gone.

A lump that felt like a bowling ball settled in my stomach as the last vestiges of sleep evaporated. He’d actually left? Without saying goodbye? After the moment we’d shared? After we’d practically—oh.

Oh, no.

The bowling ball in my stomach turned to a block of ice as foggy memories from the night before came flooding back: Me lying beside him. Him waking up and embracing me. Our lips finding one another’s in the darkness, the beautiful lovemaking that was about to ensue...

Until I passed out, too weak to hold myself upright.

Spinning on my bare heels, I bolted to the bathroom and came stumbling back out less than a minute later, hopping on one leg as I scrambled to pull my pants up and over my pajama shorts. I had to get out of here. Had to find him. Thank God Mom was still asleep, because there wasn’t a chance in hell she’d ever let me—

“What’s the big rush?”

Fuck. 

I whirled around to find her standing at the end of the hallway in her lilac bathrobe, arms crossed, with two Chihuahua sentinels standing at alert on either side of her.

“Oh, uh, hey, Mom.” I waved sheepishly. I tried to look as nonchalant as possible as I sidestepped into the living room, where I snatched my purse from the end table. “I’m really sorry to run out of here like this, but I gotta go.”

“Go?! Have you looked out the window? It’s pouring outside!”

“I know, I know.” Before she could spot the tattoos on my arms and add them to her ongoing diatribe, I quickly pulled my sweatshirt over my tank top, yanking the cuffs past my wrists. My bra was somewhere in the house but I wasn’t about to waste time looking for it.

“And where exactly are you going, at six o’clock in the morning, on a Saturday, in the middle of a hurricane?”

“More of a tropical storm, really.”

“Talia.” Her voice was firm and unyielding. “Do not go after that boy.”

I rolled my eyes as I fished around the couch cushions for my missing cell phone. “No offense, Mom, but I’m not asking for your permission.”

“Talia Judith Kestenbaum, you stop what you’re doing right now and listen to me.”

My head snapped up at the dire tone in her voice. Even Biscuit, who was perched on top of the couch, cocked his head at her. She took a deep breath before she spoke, as though she were measuring her next words extremely carefully – something I’d never seen her do before. 

“More than anyone else I’ve ever met, death surrounds that young man. Can’t you feel it?”

I dropped my gaze to the ground, clenching my fists to keep myself from crying, and found my phone resting between my bare foot and the couch. When I reached down to wake the screen, there wasn’t a single missed call or message. 

Because of course there wasn’t.

“If you go after him...” She trailed off, swallowed, then tried again. “Something terrible will happen to you both. I just know it. So, please, don’t go.”

I kept my head ducked, pretending to busy myself with something on my phone. I didn’t want to see her tears, and she certainly didn’t need to see mine. “Mom, I...I care about him. I can’t abandon him. He’s got no one else.”

Heaving a heavy sigh, she began to fish around the pocket of her robe. “I know you think that. But he doesn’t want you coming after him. I got up to pee around two a.m. and found him sneaking out the door. He asked me to give you this.” Her mouth pressed into a thin line as she held out a folded piece of paper. “I pointed out that it was blank, but he said you’d be able to read it.”

My breath hitched in my throat as I reached forward with trembling hands. Somehow, I already knew what would be in that letter. But even then, I never could have fully prepared myself for the hastily-scrawled words that appeared when I held it, each one more gut-wrenching than the last.

Talia,

I honestly hadn’t planned to do this tonight, having convinced myself that there were other, perhaps better, ways, but circumstances have changed. As evidenced by last night, I’m clearly too weak to be close to you. Too selfish to stop hurting you. Because, loathe it as I may, I can’t change what I am: A demon. A parasite. And worst of all, a danger to you. You deserve to be with someone who can love you without harming you – something I can’t seem to stop doing. 

After a lot of thought, I’ve decided to go back to the shop. Sol doesn’t know that I’m free from his binds, so this is my one and only chance to strike on my turf. I tell you this only so you’ll understand and respect my next request: Stay at your mother’s, and don’t come anywhere near me or the shop. I’ll send your final paycheck with enough funds to cover your rent and expenses for the rest of this year as well as the next. I don’t want either of us feeling indebted to the other, and I frankly would rather a clean break. Tell Biscuit he can return whenever he pleases – if he so chooses.

Before you stubbornly ignore everything I just said and come plowing into the shop without a weapon or a plan, I have one more thing to say: What I said to you yesterday morning – it was a terrible mistake. I was caught up in the moment, but that’s no excuse. To say such a thing was both irresponsible and cruel. I’m sorry for that, and I’m sorry I’ve allowed you to delude yourself for so long – the fact of the matter is, an incubus cannot love, only lust. 

On that subject, you should also be aware that I’ll need to feed before Sol’s arrival, to ensure I have enough strength to face him. Since you have expressed curiosity on the subject, I have several contacts who willingly let me feed from them in exchange for goods and favors. I tell you this not to hurt you, but to disabuse you of the damning notion that I could ever deserve your love, or even your friendship. 

What I am, and what you are... We’re simply just not meant to be.

Even though you’ll likely hate me after reading this letter – and with all my heart, I pray you do, for your sake and mine – I want you to know that throughout everything these last two years, you were the singular light in my dismal life. 

Thank you for freeing me, in more ways than one.
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“No,” I whispered, sinking to the ground. “No... This can’t be right.”

“I’m so sorry, sweetie.” My mom’s voice was faint and far away, even as she knelt down to wrap her arms around my shoulders.

Tears stung my eyes like barbs as I read and reread his letter:

...don’t come anywhere near me...

...willingly let me feed from them...

...sorry I allowed you to delude yourself...

An incubus cannot love.

I shrugged away from my mother, staggering to my feet. “I...I have to go.” 

“Tally, please,” she grunted as she hoisted herself up, “it’s a nightmare out there. Just stay for breakfast and then we’ll—”

“No! I have to go!” Throwing my cell phone in my purse, I made a beeline for the front door – only to abruptly whirl back around as Biscuit made a plaintive “don’t leave me” chirp from the couch. 

“Sorry,” I muttered, snatching him up. Without having anywhere else to put him, I stuffed him inside the collar of my sweatshirt, where he happily cozied up against my bosom.

“But I’m making blintzes!” Mom wailed, desperately trying to come up with an excuse to keep me there.

“And I’m lactose intolerant!”

“Blintzes don’t have—”

“They do! Okay? They do! And quit telling me not to follow him, because I’m not! I’m going home!” I grabbed the handle of the front door and flung it open, but before I could step into the blowing wind and rain, Mom’s surprisingly strong hand was on my wrist. I whirled around to gape at her. “Seriously?!”

Yanking me back inside, she opened the drawer of the nearest end table with her free hand. “Before you go, take this.” She deposited a cylindrical, cloth-wrapped bundle into my hands, which I nearly dropped due to its unexpected heft. “Don’t unwrap it here – it gives me a splitting migraine just being around it.”

“What is it?” I asked, weighing the dense item in my hand. It felt like some sort of tool.

“Cold-forged iron. Your grandmother told me a chunk of metal fell from the sky, landing just outside her village. A meteorite, if I had to guess. Anyway, this was carved by a diamond blade, not heated, which makes it incredibly powerful against any fae – friendly or otherwise. I used to keep it around for when that bird-brained chalerya came knocking, but I don’t have a use for it anymore. You’ve had a tetanus shot in the last five years, right?”

I managed a nod as I abandoned the dagger to the bowels of my oversized purse, right beside the ten-year-old pepper spray she always insisted I schlep around.

“Good, because that’s sharp. And iron rusts.” Her shoulders stooped with a heavy sigh. “I know I can’t make you stay, Talia. But just know, if anything ever happened to you...” Her eyes teared up, weakening my resolve. “I don’t know what I’d do.”

“Oy, don’t cry!” I gave her a tight hug to keep her from spiraling into the Jewish Mother Zone. “Nothing’s going to happen to me, okay? I swear. I’m done with fae. And I’m done with him!”

“Somehow, I doubt that.” She let out a long sigh as she pulled away. “Look, I don’t know how much banshee blood is in those stubborn veins of yours, but if you ever get in trouble, promise me one thing.”

“What?”

“That you’ll scream – as loud and as hard as you possibly can.”

“Uh-huh.” I knelt down to give each of the dogs a scratch behind their ears. 

Ricky licked my hand affectionately while Lucy just quivered, gazing up at me with those big, round Chihuahua eyes. I still couldn’t believe these two putzes were bona-fide familiars.

“Call me as soon as you get home,” Mom ordered. The tacit “or else” inlaid in her words was deafening. 

“I will. Love you.” I gave her a quick kiss, then stepped outside.

Torrential rain and an angry wind lashed at my face as I ran down the walkway, splashing cold water all over my leggings. By the time I slammed the car door behind me, I was half-drenched. Revving the engine, I turned the heat and the wipers all the way up, then took one last look toward my mother. She was still standing in the doorway with a Chihuahua in each arm, waiting for me to safely pull away even though rain was blowing into the foyer. 

Guilt sliced through me. 

As I peeled out of her neighborhood, I cranked the radio all the way up to block it out – along with all the other uncomfortable thoughts and feelings I wasn’t ready to process. Some Cuban mariachi band blasted through the speakers while curtains of rainwater pounded my windshield; even with the wipers set to their highest speed, it was completely waterlogged. I squinted through the blurry mess at the churning gray skies and sagging palm trees, whose fronds were wildly snapping and tearing against the high winds. It was almost poetic, really – the weather was a perfect metaphor for how I felt inside. A bitter laugh escaped my throat as I hydroplaned down the flooding road, leaving twin plumes of water in my wake. Thank God no one else was stupid enough to be out driving, because between the waterworks occurring both outside and inside of the car, I honestly don’t know how I made it back to Wynwood in one piece.

By the time I fishtailed to a stop at the last major intersection before reaching my apartment, my fingers were gripping the steering wheel so hard, my knuckles had turned white. When I fled my mother’s house, I’d had every intention of going straight home and binge-watching movies to distract myself from the gnawing pain working its way through my chest like a festering bullet hole. But as I watched the traffic lights swing wildly back and forth against the raging winds, I found my resolve wavering. 

If I turned right, I’d be home and safe in less than five minutes, curled up in a burrito blanket with Biscuit, eating stale popcorn and watching some trashy movie on Netflix. It wouldn’t eliminate the pain, not even close, but it would dull it. For the time being. 

But if I turned left...

The thought of seeing Zayn made my chest seize with fresh pain, making it hard to breathe. The light had long ago changed to a green blur, but I ignored it as I fumbled with the glove box until it popped open and my spare inhaler fell out. I held it to my lips and tried to take two slow, wheezing puffs, but every breath was a struggle, as though my rib cage had turned into an iron vice. After choking down the bitter, aerosolized powder, I waited a full minute, and then another, but the tight feeling in my chest didn’t go away. I hugged my body closely, rocking back and forth in my seat. Another car rolled up at one point, slowing as a guy leaned his head out the window to shout an offer of assistance, but I waved him away as I snatched the crumpled note from the front seat.

You deserve to be with someone who can love you without harming you – something I can’t seem to stop doing.

Hot tears blurred my vision as silent, choking sobs gripped my body. Why? Why had I been able to kiss and touch him yesterday morning, but not last night? 

What was different? 

I skimmed through the rest of the letter, my teeth gnashing together until they hurt.

I have several contacts who willingly let me feed off of them.

No matter how many times I read those words, ten times, twenty, each time was another sucker punch to the gut. It didn’t matter that I already knew what he was, and how he fed. What mattered was his hand-penned acknowledgment, the only thing that somehow made it real. So real, I could clearly see the cherry-picked assortment of gorgeous young women who appeared at his beck and call, strengthening his body and sustaining his needs by willingly sharing their own bodies with him, again and again. 

And who said it was just women? Who the hell was I to assume an incubus would even have a preference? I mean, sex is sex, right?

Vivid images of taut naked bodies and wild orgies ambushed my brain, until spots swam in front of my eyes and I gasped for air. My seatbelt was choking me. The collar of my sweatshirt was choking me. My thoughts were choking me.

You’re having a panic attack, a voice whispered in the back of my head.

Throwing off my seatbelt, I flipped on my hazards and turned off the ignition, plunging the car into heavy, suffocating silence. Without the radio to tune out my thoughts, goat-legged murderesses and one-eyed fachans gleefully accosted my brain. When I squeezed my eyes shut, Zayn’s red irises glared at me from a cold sea of endless black. My father’s pale, unmoving hand hung from the side of his hospital bed. Shards of shattered windows surrounded my terrified, screaming mother. 

Choked sobs were building in my throat, but I couldn’t suck enough air into my lungs to free them. All I could do was clench the steering wheel until my knuckles hurt, banging my head against the cool leather while silent tremors gripped my body. Someone blared their horn at me as they whizzed past, sending a torrent of water across the hood of the car. I didn’t even bother lifting my head to look. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered.

I was drowning all over again.

At some point, Biscuit must have climbed out of my shirt and pulled himself onto my shoulder, because I could feel him gently nuzzling against my face. As he did, the swirling, tempestuous images of lurid orgies, thirsty vampires, and drunken satyrs faded away, one by one.

In their place, colorful images of unshelled almonds, purple hard-boiled eggs, and overflowing syringes of marzipan appeared – all of Biscuit’s favorite things. 

He’s trying to make me feel better, I realized with a start.

As a stream of happy pictures – sunflowers, chasing fireflies in the breeze, head scratches, afternoon naps, stolen bites of muffins – swathed my heart like a warm security blanket, I managed to force down a mouthful of air, and then another. Soon, the pressure in my chest began to subside like a slowly-deflating balloon. 

Sniffling, I lifted my head from the steering wheel to scratch the back of Biscuit’s head, where the combination of prickly pinfeathers and soft down was a soothing distraction.

He let out a low whistle, and a crystal-clear memory – one that didn’t belong to me – flashed in front of my eyes. Zayn was sitting by himself, hunched over my mother’s kitchen table – sometime in the middle of the night, I had to assume – filling in the colorless outline of the tattoo I’d started. As he went to wipe away the excess yellow ink, a tear landed on his skin, smearing it.

“He was...crying?” I asked Biscuit, scrubbing away my own tears.

He blinked at me with wide, intelligent eyes as he patiently waited for me to get it together.

“W-What am I supposed to do? He told me not to go near him.”

Another image blossomed in front of my vision, of Zayn and me kneeling among tall, swaying stalks of cobalt-blue grass while a turquoise sunset stretched before us. We clutched each other tightly as orbs of green fireflies floated all around us.

Just so you know, I’m not going anywhere, okay?

Fresh tears blurred my sight, dissolving the vision. “You heard me tell him that?”

Biscuit hopped off my shoulder and landed on the steering wheel, where he stared at me intently. Fresh feathers sprouted from his wingtips and the top of his head like a beansprout, which only slightly undermined his stern expression.

I took a deep, shuddering breath. “You want me to go to him.” 

It wasn’t a question. I knew the answer. 

“Even though he told me not to? Even though I only seem to cause him grief?”

If a tiny chick could roll his eyes, that’s exactly what Biscuit did.

I let out a deep, shuddering sigh, working to ground myself once again, and clicked the seatbelt back into place. After scrubbing away the last of my tears on a soaking-wet sleeve, I turned on the ignition with trembling fingers. The moment I did, the light turned green.

Without another thought, I turned left.
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VII. Dine and Dash
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After parking in my usual spot in the back alley, I took another minute to wipe away my mascara and pull myself together. Meanwhile, the constant stream of buzzing inside my purse alerted me to the half-dozen missed calls and messages from my mother, which I quickly scrolled through.
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With a loud groan, I hastily replied, OMG MOM, I’m fine! I’m home. I’m turning off my phone so I can take a nap. Need time to process everything. I’ll call you in a few days. Love you.

Feeling only the teensiest amount of guilt, I fired off the message, then silenced my phone. It wasn’t a big lie since my apartment was only five minutes away and I really did have every intention of going straight to bed the second I got home.

After knocking back a quick breakfast of champions à la the half-empty bag of stale Cheetos I found in my glovebox, I took a deep breath, bracing myself for the lashes of cold wind and rain, and opened the door. Biscuit, who was sulking on the passenger seat, none too pleased by the fact that he had not been offered any stale, partially-hydrogenated corn snacks, made his feelings known through a series of angry, red, cheddar-related images that pummeled my brain as soon as I stepped outside.

“I’ll buy you an entire family-sized bag of Cheetos if you would just shut up and get back in my shirt!” 

“Raaawk!”

“Not even two days old, and already he’s copping an attitude,” I muttered to myself, then immediately winced at how much I sounded like my mother. Well. It wasn’t my fault he was so surly. He’d clearly gotten that from Zayn.

Once his royal highness had been safely tucked into the single warm, dry spot on my body – my cleavage – I braved the half-block trek to Flourish and Dots in the pouring rain and howling wind, a fresh wave of dread bubbling up in my throat with every approaching step. Just like every other business on the block, the blinds were drawn and the neon sign was switched off. Too chicken to knock, I carefully peeked through the blinds. The interior was completely dark, save for a dim light coming from the back room.

Thank God. I couldn’t help but let out a long sigh of relief. Zayn really was here, just as he said he’d be, with nary a violent fae gangster in sight. All I needed to do was go inside, beg him for five minutes of his time to work things out between us, and then I’d get out of his hair – if he truly didn’t want my help, that is. If he did, I’d help him however I could, in whatever limited capacity I had.

I wanted that. I owed him that.

I had just started to reach for the door handle when a flutter of movement inside the shop made me pause. Crouching on the sidewalk, where the couch in the lobby hid me from view, I peered through the horizontal slats above the cushions. Zayn had opened his office door, flooding the back of the parlor in a column of fluorescent light. Just behind him, still straightening out her short, black dress, was a beautiful raven-haired woman I’d never seen before. My breath caught roughly in my chest as Zayn handed her a fat wad of cash from his pocket, gave her a brief embrace, and then escorted her to the front of the store...

Where I was crouching right outside the window...

Soaking wet...

In the rain...

Peering through the blinds like the pathetic voyeur I was. 

My thoughts had turned to buzzing static at the sight of them together, but my feet – thank God – moved of their own frantic accord, dragging my sorry ass behind the corner of the building, where I hoped to preserve a single iota of dignity.

“Rawk?” Biscuit chirped, trying to peer over the band of my collar.

“Shh!”

Barely two seconds later, the bell at the top of the door jingled.

“Here, take this,” I heard Zayn say over the sound of pouring rain. As discreetly as I could, I peeked around the corner just in time to see him opening a large umbrella for her. “I appreciate you coming on such short notice, Catalina.”

“Ah, Zayn, always the gentleman,” she laughed as she took the umbrella from his hand. “Your pleasure is mine.” She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek before turning on a designer stiletto heel to saunter down the block – straight towards me.

I staggered backward, catching my own flat heel on a discarded glass bottle, and tumbled onto a stinking, soaking-wet pile of black garbage bags. As Catalina rounded the corner, she spotted me there, limbs splayed out like a drowning starfish while a torrent of gutter water dumped on my head.

A look of pure pity crossed her lovely, pale face. 

“Here, dear,” she said, tossing me one of the twenties from the pile of cash Zayn had given her. “Go get yourself a jacket.” 

The bill landed in the puddle beside me as she turned and walked away, thereby planting the sour cherry on the rancid cake that had quickly become the most humiliating moment of my entire life.

I glanced down to check on Biscuit, who was still tucked safe and sound in my cleavage, preening the water from his burgeoning pinfeathers. When our eyes met, he quickly looked away, as though he were trying to avoid catching second-hand embarrassment.

“That’s it,” I growled, staggering to my feet – but not before stuffing the soggy bill in my purse, because, hey, we all need gas money in this economy.

Pure blinding rage spurred my feet forward while rainwater sloshed in my sneakers. I reached out, gripped the handle of Flourish and Dots like a live grenade, and flung the door open with all my might, sending the shopkeeper’s bell clattering to the floor.

Zayn, who hadn’t even bothered to put his socks and shoes back on, whirled around, his eyes doubling, then tripling in size as he took in the wild-eyed, chest-heaving, blue-haired wraith standing in the doorway. 

When our eyes met, a glimmer of guilt flickered across his face, telling me all I needed to know. In that moment, whatever fragile sliver of hope I had been holding onto crumbled into a thousand pieces.

“Talia, what are you doing here? I told you—”

“Don’t. Fucking. Start!” I spat out each word like a broken sunflower seed shell. “I’m not here for you! I’m here to grab my shit, get my check, and return this” – I plucked Biscuit from my wet shirt – “to you.”

The poor, soggy creature gaped at me with twin orbs of betrayal as I plopped him on the counter. A barrage of images swirled around in my head, which I understood to mean, “What the heck did I do?” 

“It’s better this way,” I muttered, avoiding Biscuit’s wide, glassy eyes. “You heard my mom. I’m a jinx. I break everything I touch.”

His entire body quivered. Whether from sadness or anger, I couldn’t tell, nor did I have time to ask; in a literal flash, he was gone – back to his tattoo home on Zayn’s body, where he’d be kept safe.

Swallowing the heavy lump of guilt lodged in my throat, I shook out my dripping wet hair, then stormed into the store, leaving a small lake of blue-tinted, dirty water in my wake. I couldn’t bear to look at Zayn, so I kept my eyes fixed straight ahead as I marched over to my tattoo station to gather up a half dozen tattoo machines and several fistfuls of cartridges, ink cups, gloves, and other supplies. I unfortunately hadn’t thought far enough ahead to bring a bag for all of it, so I loaded everything into my arms and dumped it on the couch before making my way to the supply room. Once there, I tore open every cabinet and started shoveling bottles of non-magical ink – the only kind I wanted to deal with ever again – into my damp sweatshirt, which I held in front of me like an apron.

Zayn must have been lingering in the doorway, because I could feel his eyes burning a hole in the back of my neck. 

“Talia—”

“Don’t!” I managed to choke out. Taking a few deep breaths to compose myself, I whirled around, forcing my eyes to meet his. When they did, they found what appeared to be dark circles stamped underneath. Clearly a trick of the light, since he’d just finished “eating.” 

I had to chew the inside of my lip to keep myself from crying at the all-too-vivid image I’d conjured in my head of him and Catalina making passionate love to one another.

“I’m sorry.” Zayn was gripping both sides of the doorway, as though he couldn’t stand to come even an inch closer. “I didn’t want things to end like this.”

My hands clenched into fists as I fixed my stare on the single chipped tile that separated us. “Right, because that was super evident when you bolted in the middle of the night without a word, left a letter saying you could never love me, and fucked some random woman off the street. Did you get everything you needed, Zayn? Feeling nice and satisfied now?”

His eyes darkened, but he said nothing.

Hot tears stung at my eyes, but I blinked them away, refusing to let them fall. “Just give me my final paycheck, and I promise I’ll never set foot in this stupid building again...which reminds me.” I undid the clasp of my necklace, yanked off the vial of blood he’d drawn from me earlier that morning, and chucked it in his general direction. 

He caught it mid-air without even looking, his features growing tighter by the second.

“That’s why you hired me, right? Because of my blood? Well, keep it!”

Zayn opened his mouth, then closed it again. A muscle in his jaw tensed as he gripped the tiny glass bottle in his hand. From the way he was glowering at its contents, I honestly thought he might hurl it to the ground.

Finally, after a long moment of silence, he tucked the vial in his pocket and muttered, “Let me get you your check.” And then he quickly turned and left without another word.

I watched him disappear into his office before letting my eyes take in the place I’d called home for the last two years: the purple couch we’d spent a whole weekend reupholstering together, the Polaroid wall of tattoos that had become our joint portfolio, the black and white tile I helped him pick out, now covered in puddles of water. As much as I tried to cling to my anger, the one, safe emotion I was willing to feel at that very moment, it quickly settled into something far more dangerous. 

My apprenticeship in that shop had been the single best job I’d ever had, with the greatest, most laid-back clients anyone could ask for. And despite the betrayal I currently felt, I still recognized, even then – especially then – just how lucky I’d been to have such a generous and kind-hearted boss.

A boss who used to be my closest friend, I swallowed thickly.

My feet felt heavy as I trudged over to the record player, which he’d generously stocked with the greatest rock and metal albums of all time: Van Halen. Led Zeppelin. Black Sabbath. Iron Maiden. All the bands I loved and he loathed. 

Because he knew the music made me happy.

When he came out of his office a few minutes later – with shoes this time – I had already shoved all of my belongings inside a garbage bag, which sat beside my sodden feet. Well, everything apart from those records, which I couldn’t bring myself to take with me.

He approached me in the middle of the lobby, thrusting a check in my direction. “Here,” he said, his voice flat.

“Thank you,” I whispered. Our fingers brushed as I reached for it, making my cheeks burn with about a dozen different emotions. I shoved the slip of paper in my pocket without even looking at it, turning my face away so he couldn’t see how hard I was trying not to cry.

“Thank you,” he said softly. “For everything.”

That did it.

A tangled clump of words appeared in my throat, as bitter and sticky as burnt molasses. There were so many things I wanted to ask him. So many things I wanted to say. But as I gazed up at him, into those beautiful, gentle eyes, I realized that none of it mattered. 

Nothing – except for one thing. 

My arms moved before my brain gave them permission to, and before I knew it, they were wrapped around his torso in a tight embrace. I didn’t have the courage to look him in the eye as I spoke, so I mumbled the words against his chest, breathing in his scent one last time. 

“Even if you don’t believe you’re worthy of love...I want you to know that I loved you. And I always will.”

His entire body stiffened, but I didn’t give him the chance to reply; the thought of what his next words might be was too much to bear.

Pulling away before he could see the tears pouring down my cheeks, I snatched my garbage bag of stuff, shoved past the front door, and ran outside. I didn’t look up as I tore down the sidewalk, castigating myself for my idiocy. My cheeks were burning from the embarrassment of what I’d just blurted out – the last, pathetic words I’d ever say to him. If I’d had the option of crawling into a hole and dying at that very moment, I would have. But there would never be a hole deep enough for my humiliation.

I cast a quick glance over my shoulder, praying to God that he hadn’t followed me – even though somewhere deep down, I desperately wanted him to be out there on the sidewalk, chasing after me like the ending of every Hallmark Channel rom-com I’d ever suffered through with my mom.

But the sidewalk was completely empty.

“Augh!” I cried out as I slammed into something completely solid, bounced off, and nearly toppled into the same pile of trash I’d become intimately acquainted with ten minutes earlier. My eyes rolled in my head until they landed on the blurry figure I’d smashed into in the middle of the sidewalk. A blurry figure with two other blurry figures standing directly behind him. 

“You should watch where you’re walking, little blue jay,” a deep, sumptuous voice chuckled, sending a hot slither of warmth through my belly.

Wiping the rainwater from my bangs, I stared up at the second most beautiful creature I’d ever laid eyes on – a silver-haired man with ice-blue eyes, a short, dark beard that faded perfectly into his platinum sideburns, and a smile that could have thawed permafrost. He wore a three-piece navy suit with diamond cufflinks and a crimson silk tie, but the most striking part of his outfit was the ring he wore on his right hand: it held a massive gem, the color of dried blood, that somehow managed to sparkle against a sunless sky. Between his thick, slicked-back hair and his flawless, smooth skin, I honestly couldn’t tell if he was thirty or fifty.

“S-Sorry,” I stammered, vaguely aware that my phone had started buzzing inside my purse. Unable to pull my eyes away from the man’s piercing gaze, I blindly fished around for the garbage bag of tattoo supplies I’d dropped to the ground. 

“No trouble at all,” he replied. 

The two young men standing behind him, both creamy-skinned and blond, were watching our exchange with narrowed eyes and crossed arms. They shared enough features to make me think they were brothers: both muscular and clean-shaven, with chiseled jaws, glacial eyes, and Hollywood-perfect noses. Like the first man, I couldn’t quite pin an age on them – twenty, thirty? All I could say for certain was that they were beautiful, in their own, cold way, as if they’d been carved from marble. And while I was absolutely certain I’d never seen either one of them before, there was something uncomfortably familiar about their expressions.

“You dropped this,” the silver-haired man smiled, retrieving the bag from the ground. 

My eyes darted between him and the dripping-wet plastic as a fresh gust of wind sent loose strands of damp hair lashing at my face. The palm trees that lined the road were swaying wildly in the storm, and pieces of trash and debris flew down the street like tumbleweeds. But the man’s clothes were completely dry, and not a single perfectly-combed hair was out of place.

Get out of here, a voice whispered in the back of my head. Now.

Trembling, I reached forward to take the bag from him – and as I did, his ice-colored eyes flashed red.

“No,” I whispered, taking a step backward.

“No?” he asked in mock surprise. “You didn’t drop it?”

By this point, his cohorts were openly smirking at me, as though they were all in on some private joke, and I was the butt of it. 

“I...I...”

The man cocked his head ever so slightly, raising his perfectly-sculpted eyebrows. But this time he wasn’t looking at me; his gaze was glued on something just past my shoulder.

“Hello, Sol.” 

Relief swaddled me like a warm towel at the sound of Zayn’s voice. I could feel him standing less than a foot behind me, but residual humiliation and fresh, abject terror prevented me from turning around to look at him. 

“Zayn, welcome!” Sol’s face broke into a wide grin. “Are you providing curbside services now?”

“I just came out to inform you that your order is finished.”

While my own heart rate skyrocketed, I couldn’t help but admire the calm steadiness of his voice. 

“Wonderful.” Sol flashed another pearly-white smile. “When I didn’t hear from Salen, I began to wonder.”

Oh, shit! I screamed internally, doing everything I could to keep my face composed. Shit, shit, shit!

“Strange,” Zayn replied, as cool as a mint mojito. “I haven’t seen her in days. Anyway, if you’d like to follow me inside, I just made tanmerin tea.”

I knew that was my cue to skitter off and be on my merry way, since Zayn had made it abundantly clear I was to stay as far away from Sol – and him – as humanly possible. But for whatever terrifying, infuriating reason, I couldn’t make my feet move – despite the bitter gust of wind that reminded me just how cold and wet I was. I blew on my white, numb fingers, trying to warm them up, but a chill was beginning to creep into my bones, making my teeth chatter.

“How in the underworld did you get your hands on tanmerin leaves?” one of the pretty blonds demanded.

“As a matter of principle,” Sol interrupted, “I always bring my own refreshments. Speaking of which, Soren, please escort our new friend inside.”

The shorter blond, who had broad shoulders that stretched his dry black suit jacket to its limit – placed a heavy hand on my shoulder. When I gawked up at him, he flashed me a wicked smile, sending a wave of bile to my throat as the full gravity of the situation finally began to sink in... Salen was a succubus. These men were her father and brothers. Which meant all three of these strangers were incubi – violent sex demons who almost certainly didn’t share Zayn’s views on infrequent, strictly-consensual feedings. And here I was, a little blue morsel of a female, surrounded on a completely deserted street, with no way out.

Sol brandished the gold handkerchief from his pocket to polish the stone of his ring. “You don’t mind, Zayn, do you? After all, you seem rather parched yourself. I’m sure we can save a few scraps for you.”

My stomach turned from acid to ice.

The ensuing pause lasted less than a second before Zayn cleared his throat. “I normally wouldn’t care, but this girl is well-known in this neighborhood. Her...disappearance...would be bad for business.”

Sol let out a silky laugh. “Zayn, do you think I’m a savage? The girl will be treated with relative care. And once we’re finished, you can hide a mem-wipe somewhere on her body and send her on her way.”

“If she’s still able to walk,” a low voice murmured. I jumped as something brushed against my left arm, only to find the thinner, taller, slightly-more-disheveled brother gazing down at me hungrily.

Far more than even a vampire’s dead eyes, his gaze terrified me.

Soren let out a throaty chuckle. “We’d better keep her away from Saxon. Did you see what he did to his dinner last night?”

That merely earned a disapproving sigh from his father. “Regardless, I’m sure our Runemaster is happy to oblige.”

This time, Zayn’s pause was much longer. Sol glanced up at him as he carefully folded his handkerchief into a neat square and returned it to his pocket.

“Um,” my voice cracked audibly. “My, uh, my mom...she gets really nervous whenever I’m late, so maybe I could just—”

“You’ll just have to let your mother know you’re running behind.” Sol’s tone was genial, but unwavering. “Come. Let’s get you out of the rain, my little blue jay. Zayn, lead the way, please.”

For the first time on that sidewalk, Zayn’s eyes met mine, flickering with something I’d never truly seen in his expression before.

Fear. 

In that moment, I knew for a fact that he wasn’t going to let them drag me inside that shop. Because regardless of his feelings for me, Zayn was a natural protector. But if he were to defy a direct order, Sol would realize something was amiss – which meant whatever plan Zayn had concocted would be ruined. And then they would kill him. Or worse, enslave him.

Again.

“Sol!” I blurted out. 

Before my ex-employer could utter a single damning syllable, I spun away from the Blondsy Twins and latched onto their father’s arm like a besotted beach bunny. He looked down at me with bemusement as I batted my eyelashes up at him. 

“It’s so cold out here! Can we please go inside where it’s warm?”

“Oh, we’ll warm you up, little one.” His eyes flashed wickedly as he wrapped an arm around my waist and led me inside, not bothering to wait for Zayn. “That I can promise you.”

My plan had worked, for better or for worse, sending another shiver of dread worming its way into my belly. But as I glanced over my shoulder to look at Zayn, one thing became crystal clear: the fear I felt was nothing compared to the terror I saw reflected in his eyes.
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Sol led me inside the shop like he owned the place, then plopped me on the couch by the shoulders. “Be a good girl and stay right here,” he said softly, patting my head. “Once I’ve finished my business, we can get straight to pleasure.”

All I could do was nod weakly, praying to God that whatever Zayn was planning to do to him, he would do it soon. When he walked through the front door two seconds later, his eyes fell on the two of us, darkening almost to black. He pressed his lips into a thin line, saying nothing as Soren and Saxon brushed past him.

“Soren, you stand watch outside,” Sol ordered. 

“It’s cold as a glaistig’s heart out there,” Soren groused. When Sol shot him a withering look, he sighed. “Fine. Zayn, hurry up and get me some of that tea first.”

Zayn wordlessly obliged, pouring him a cup of steaming dark purple liquid from the fancy teapot that was already sitting on the front counter. As cold as my hands were, I’d have killed for a hot cup, just to hold. But he didn’t offer, and I didn’t need to draw any more attention to myself by asking.

After Soren trudged outside, Zayn turned to Saxon. “Tea?”

“Sax, pat her down,” Sol interrupted.

His son nodded, then roughly pulled me to my feet. “Would you like to remove your top, or shall I?” he asked, his accompanying smile a little too enthusiastic for my taste.

A muscle in Zayn’s jaw clenched.

After a brief moment of hesitation, I gritted my teeth. “I can manage.” 

Zayn lingered near the door, clenching his fists, while I peeled away my sweatshirt, acutely aware of the damp satin tank top I was wearing – as well as the bra I was not wearing – underneath. I crossed my arms tightly as the three incubi took me in, two with condescending smirks of appraisal, and one with a look of unbridled fury – whether at me or them, I couldn’t be sure.

Sol’s cell phone started ringing. “What is it?” he answered brusquely.

Switching to a guttural language I’d never heard before, he turned away from the three of us to have a rather animated discussion, leaving Saxon to begin patting me down while Zayn silently fumed by the front door. He started at my shoulders, then worked his way down my back and circled back around to my stomach. I ground my teeth and looked straight ahead as he ran his hands over my breasts with far more thoroughness than was needed.

“Do you usually forget to wear a bra, or is today my lucky day?” he murmured in my ear, making me shudder.

Zayn took a step forward, eyes flashing with fire, but I shot him a hard look. Worry about yourself, you stupid lummox!

When Saxon lifted my locket from beneath my shirt to inspect it, I inwardly thanked God for cursing me with a short temper – otherwise that vial of gold blood I’d been wearing around my neck would have ended up in Saxon’s hand, not safely in Zayn’s pocket. After deciding that the piece of jewelry was nothing special, he spun me around and roughly patted down my hips, legs, and inner thighs, again, with attentiveness that went far beyond your typical TSA pat-down.

Sol, who had finished his call around the same time Saxon finished his pat-down, began walking toward Zayn’s station without giving us a second look. “Don’t forget to check her purse,” he called to Saxon over his shoulder. “And do try to control your appetite. I haven’t fed all day.”

I anxiously chewed on the inside of my cheek, more worried about the hunk of iron I was carrying – unbeknownst to any of them – than the lusty demon hovering a hotdog-length behind me.

“Did you want any tanmerin tea, Saxon?” Zayn asked. His tone was casual, but there was definitely an edge to it. “It’s the good stuff, from the high plateau.”

Saxon hesitated for a moment, casting his pale eyes from the teapot to me. “Thanks, anyway. Tanmerin gives me acid reflux...and besides, I’ve got all the energy I need right here.” He patted my bottom, flooding my vision with crimson fury. 

For Zayn’s sake alone, I swallowed the string of expletives I desperately wanted to spit in Saxon’s face.

“Zayn!” Sol barked.

He lingered by the couch for a long moment, fists clenched as though he might use them.

I’m okay, I mouthed. Go!

After giving me the smallest of nods, Zayn flicked on the shop lights and trudged to his station, where Sol had already removed his jacket and tie and was presently unbuttoning his shirt. As he peeled it away, he caught my wary eye and winked. I hated him for it...but at the same time, his conceit was warranted. He was one of the most muscular men I’d ever laid eyes on, broad-shouldered and burly, with thick cords of muscle and sinew that stretched across his back. And, unlike the butt-injecting bodybuilders wearing Day-Glo speedos on South Beach, I suspected every single one of Sol’s muscles had been hard-fought. But it wasn’t his daunting physique that took my breath away; it was the heavy, tribal-style tattoos that ran up and down his arms and across his back, chest, and shoulders, reminding me of armor. These runes were nothing like the delicate scrollwork of symbols that covered Zayn’s upper body. Even without knowing what each of them meant, I knew in my heart that they were a different kind of magic. Dark magic.

“Give me your bag,” Saxon growled, reaching for it.

Startled, I glanced down. I was clenching my purse between two white-knuckled fists like a life vest on a sinking boat. If he found the weapon my mom had given me, he and the others would assume Zayn had put me up to it. His entire plan would be ruined, not to mention the fact that I’d be putting Zayn in even more danger...again.

Fuuuuck, I groaned silently. With every fiber of my being, I hated the stupid, revolting idea that had just popped in my head. But Zayn needed more time, and I needed a diversion. 

Taking a deep breath, I brought to mind my happy place of red-wine rivers and warm fondue ponds, then batted my eyelashes at Saxon in what I hoped was a seductive expression. 

“God, you’re so hot,” I murmured, casually tossing my purse on the couch. It wasn’t a lie; Saxon was a masterpiece of boy-band proportions, with slicked-back blond hair and perfectly-sculpted cheekbones that would have made Michelangelo proud. Sure, I hated his guts and wished he were dead, but I’d made out with worse. Probably.

He took me in with those pale, empty eyes, a predatory smile tugging at the corners of his plump lips. “Oh, so you finally noticed?” 

“Oh, I noticed all right.” I pitched my voice lower, as though I were telling him some scandalous secret. “I just didn’t want to say anything in front of your dad, since he’s your boss or whatever, but, like, you’re so much sexier than him. I can’t take my eyes off you.”

His grin reminded me of a kindergartener showing off a shiny gold star. “And you haven’t even seen my full glamour, little mouse.” He grabbed my hips, thumbs digging into my pelvic bones. One of the tattoos on the inside of my arm began to tingle, but I didn’t dare look away from his eyes. The black ring that surrounded his ice-blue irises sent a cold shiver down my spine.

Swallowing the lump in my throat, I snaked my fingers over his shoulders, risking a glance in Zayn’s direction as I did. Even from twenty feet away, I could see the vein pulsing in his temple. His eyes darted between us and Sol’s bulging deltoid, which he was absentmindedly prepping with alcohol wipes. The only other time I’d seen that particular vein pop out, he was in the process of swinging a horny satyr upside down by his furry ankle.

I jumped as Saxon ran his fingers through my hair with a tsk. “I have to say, I prefer my women all-natural.”

“Do you prefer them to be organic and grass-fed too?” I snapped, then hastily batted my eyelashes like the cute, murderous veal cutlet I was.

He let out a throaty laugh. “Ooh, this one’s feisty, Zayn. Why haven’t I ever seen her around before?”

Zayn didn’t answer, keeping his head down as he carefully arranged several bottles of ink in front of him.

A surge of gratitude made my eyes glisten. Because he sent me home early, with pay, just to keep me out of your sight, I only just realized.

With a smirk that was practically audible, Saxon took off his jacket, sat down on the couch, and beckoned me into his lap. “Come. Sit.”

Biting my lip, I cast another quick glance over my shoulder. Sol was smoothing out a faded piece of parchment in his lap, which he then passed to Zayn.

“This is the rune. Where is the ink?”

Zayn drew a bottle of white liquid from his pocket, passing it to Sol so he could inspect it in the light. Was that the actual delphinium ink? Or was it just a ruse?

Sol arched an eyebrow as he twirled it between his fingers. “This includes the Extractions from both the roots and the petals?” 

Clearly, the man knew a thing or two about magical daisies.

Zayn nodded. “Yes.”

I rubbed the inside of my tingling arm anxiously. For all I knew, that might have been true. There had been a tiny bit of root pigment left over, and he’d had all morning to work on the petal Extraction. But he wouldn’t risk putting the real stuff in Sol’s hands, would he? Because if Sol was potentially trying to alter his blood to become even more powerful, letting him get anywhere near that ink was literally the worst thing Zayn could—

A sharp gasp escaped my throat as Saxon’s hands reached forward and grabbed me by the hips, forcing me to straddle his lap. As I lurched forward, I very nearly socked him in the jaw; it was only at the very last second that I managed to unclench my fist and feign brushing a stray piece of hair from his forehead with a coquettish giggle. This wasn’t the time for Vesuvian reactions; I just needed to buy Zayn a few more minutes.

Please, God, let it just be a few more minutes.

“Oh, uh, I don’t want to get your clothes all wet,” I lied, scrambling off of Saxon’s lap and pulling him to his feet. 

He flashed me a wicked grin. “You can get them as wet as you’d like.”

“Heh...clever.” I forced a plastic smile on my face as I twirled him around by the tie, his back toward Zayn.

“You little minx,” he growled hungrily, tilting his head to kiss me.

Instinctively, I threw my hands up and between us to push him away, but I may as well have been pushing against a marble statue. After letting out what sounded like a frustrated sigh, Saxon shifted his attention away from my mouth and started running his tongue along my neck, which sent a shudder through my body – and not the good kind. It reminded me of the first time I’d ever done a tequila shot, shortly after crashing Sigma Beta Phi’s annual Hanukkah Extravaganza. I had to stifle a giggle at the memory; this incubus was no better at slobbering all over my neck than a drunken frat boy.

“You like that?” Saxon asked.

“Oh, mm, yeah.”

While Saxon sucked on my neck like a preteen at a middle school dance, I cautiously peered over his shoulder. Zayn was half-heartedly filling a fresh needle cartridge while wholeheartedly glowering at us; the look on his face was pure piss and venom. In fact, if I hadn’t known any better, I’d have thought he was jealous... Him, the freaking connoisseur of coitus!

Seriously?! I mouthed angrily, flashing an obscene gesture at him from behind Saxon’s head. 

“Is there a problem?” Sol asked, not bothering to lift his eyes from his cell phone.

“No problem,” Zayn replied quickly. “We’re just about ready to start.” As he spoke, his hand slipped beneath a folded-up towel that was on top of the metal stand – where something long and metallic was gleaming from underneath the fabric.

My jaw nearly dropped. That was his brilliant idea? Slitting Sol’s throat in broad daylight?!

I gasped as Saxon’s hand slid beneath my shirt, working its clammy way towards my left breast. I could practically feel my nipple inverting itself at the notion.

“Uh, just h-hold on there, cowboy,” I stammered. I tried to grab his wrist to push it back down, but his hand didn’t budge. “Could we, like, slow this down a smidge?”

Across the room, Sol finally glanced up from his phone and let out a sigh. “Saxon!”

He yanked his hand from my shirt. “What?”

“This is an extremely complex rune. If you’re going to play with your food, take it in the back so you’re not a distraction.”

“Sorry, Father.” Saxon grinned, clamping his hand around my wrist like a shackle. I barely had time to grab the strap of my purse before he was dragging me to the back of the shop, toward the supply room – which, I was acutely aware, locked from the outside.

“N-No, wait...!” I tried to stammer.

Zayn’s hand froze beneath the towel as we passed. When my wide, frightened glance caught his, I nearly recoiled. Pulsing black veins had appeared beneath his narrowed eyes, their whites now as dark as pitch.

This was not good.

“Seriously, stop!” I tried to pull away, but Saxon’s sharp fingernails dug into my wrist, dragging me across the lobby while my sneakers left long skid marks on the tile. “I don’t want to go!”

Before I’d even registered that his chair had toppled over, Zayn was halfway across the room, blocking Saxon’s path. “She said no,” he snarled.

Saxon’s grip on me tightened. “So what?”

“What in the three realms has gotten into you, boy?” Sol snapped. “Sit down!”

A muscle in Zayn’s jaw clenched, but he didn’t move.

Sol’s fingers touched the blood-red stone of his ring. “I said, sit down.” 

My eyes darted between him, Zayn, and the exit – and nearly yelped. Soren was slumped against the bottom of the front door, head dangling over his shoulder at an unnatural angle.

What the...? I blinked, struggling to understand. And then it hit me. 

Oh, shit – the tea!

“Let her go,” Zayn hissed, looking very much like the demon he’d professed himself to be.

Saxon let out an indignant snort. “Look at this, Father. He’s acting like he’s claimed her!”

“I am claiming her,” Zayn growled, taking a menacing step toward my captor.

My breath hitched in my throat.

“What’s this?” Sol demanded, slowly rising to his feet. “I see no mark on the girl.”

“By the Creator, I’ll mark her right now.” Zayn’s pitch-black eyes burned into mine, and I suddenly forgot how to breathe.

“Impossible.” A muscle tensed in Sol’s jaw as his own eyes began to darken. 

He knows! the voice in my head cried. Do something!

Forcing aside my momentary shock, I managed to unzip my purse with my free, trembling hand and reached inside. The object my mother had given me was wrapped too tightly for me to quickly access, but the canister of pepper spray was conveniently resting on top, just begging to be used. My fingers tightened around the cool cylinder.

“Has my Dominion over you somehow weakened, boy?” Sol’s gaze swept toward the front door, where his other son was supposed to be outside keeping watch – but was, in actuality, lying unconscious on the ground. “What—”

I yanked the pepper spray out of my purse.

“Zayn, now!” I screamed, unleashing a five-million-Scoville-unit stream of pepper spray directly into Saxon’s eyes.

The demon let out a horrible howl and dropped to the floor, clawing at his face. At the same moment, a dagger appeared in Zayn’s hand. Covering my face, I squinted through the gaps of my fingers as he sent it flying across the room, straight and true...

Only for it to bounce off an invisible force field two feet away from Sol’s jugular and clatter to the floor. 

“That was your brilliant plan?” I shrieked.

Zayn shot me a withering glare.

“So, you’ve discovered a way to free yourself.” Sol’s expression was terrifyingly smooth as he sauntered across the room. “Let me guess...your little friend here helped?”

Zayn positioned himself directly between Sol and me. “My friend’s only crime is being in the wrong place at the wrong time. This is between you and me.”

“You must take me to be a fool.” Sol’s mouth twisted as he regarded the collection of tattoos on my arms for the first time. “So...Salen is dead?”

I fervently shook my head no at the same time Zayn coldly replied, “Yes.”

Dude, seriously?!

“I killed her,” he lied, squaring his shoulders.

Sol showed no discernible reaction to the news of this daughter’s death. “And yet this child bears her marks.” His eyes swept over the various groupings of triangles and circles that wrapped around my forearms. “A Ligature Rune. A Tesseract Rune. A Shield Rune... No wonder Saxon’s glamour barely touched her.” 

I frowned, fingering the marks on my arms.

“How ever did you manage to extract them, Zayn?” Sol asked as he stepped over Saxon’s thrashing body, not sparing his injured son a second glance. “You don’t have that kind of power.”

“How would you know?” In a brilliant flash of light, a silver bow appeared in Zayn’s hands, arrow nocked and aimed at the center of Sol’s forehead. “I, however, know exactly which spells are on your body. And how many uses they have.” 

He released the arrow, which once again bounced off an invisible shield. Except this time, a faint green outline briefly flickered in and out of existence, like an unraveling web of light. Before I could even gasp, another arrow was poised to strike between Sol’s brows.

“By my count, your Armor Rune is spent.”

“Zæynek al’Bâramahd.” A rancorous smile appeared on Sol’s face as Zayn’s shoulders tensed, “I’m disappointed in you.” 

Zæynek?

“Such naiveté.” Sol held up his hand, where a spiky black rune had been etched in the center of his palm. When he clenched and unclenched his fist, the edges of the rune began to glow. “Did you actually believe you could beat me with a simple knife and an arrow? I slaughtered your entire family with my bare hands. Just like I’ll kill your little friend here – after I’ve had my way with her, of course. But you, I shall punish slowly, painfully, until you beg for death. And even then, I won’t grant you that mercy.”

Zayn loosed his arrow, which soared straight and true.

Sol flickered out of existence.

Before I could even draw breath to scream, he was standing directly in front of Zayn, his glowing hand clenched around his throat. The bow clattered to the ground as Zayn let out a strangled cry and sank to his knees, grasping and clawing at his throat. Sol didn’t even flinch; he just clenched his fist tighter, until Zayn’s eyes bulged from the pressure.

“I didn’t want to destroy you, Zæynek, but you’ve forced my hand.” 

“Stop!” I cried, launching myself at Sol’s wrist to pry his hand away. He ignored me as though I were nothing but a minor nuisance.

“We both know you’re smarter than this, Zæynek,” Sol whispered, kneeling to face Zayn at eye-level. “So, indulge my curiosity. What were you really planning on doing here today?” 

Zayn’s hands were still clenched around his wrist, though he was barely fighting back. His skin and tattoos were beginning to fade, as though Sol was draining him of his very essence. And the more Zayn blanched, the farther the glow spread across Sol’s skin, from just past his wrist, to halfway up his forearm – the muscles of which were somehow getting bigger.

I fell to my knees beside Zayn, pleading, “Please! Let him go!”

Still ignoring me, Sol tore open the front of Zayn’s shirt with his free hand, revealing a fresh tattoo that had been etched just beneath his collar bone.

“Of course. A Fulmination Rune.” Sol clicked his tongue. “What a pity. It would have worked, too; I was unsuspecting and well within striking distance.” He lifted his cold, pitiless eyes to meet mine. “Too bad your little friend arrived when she did, since such a spell would have taken her down along with the rest of us.”

My breath hitched. 

The corner of Sol’s mouth quirked with derision. “Did you know, girl?”

“Know what?” I spat.

“That your lover was planning on ending his life today.”

His words knocked the air straight out of my lungs. 

“No,” I whispered. Zayn...kill himself? Shaking my head, I sank back on my haunches. He wouldn’t... Would he? 

Sol’s eyes flashed red as his grip tightened around his throat, draining the energy from his body. Zayn let out a strangled gasp; the muscles in his arms had gone slack, his body was limp, and his skin was even paler than mine.

“Get off of him!” I screamed, hurling the canister of pepper spray at Sol’s face with all my might. 

He barely even flinched when it bounced off his forehead...until his eyes settled on the trembling hand that had hurled it. I followed his gaze to the inside of my wrist, where Saxon’s nails had left four long, jagged scratches.

Four long, jagged, gold scratches.

“A Gilded One,” he breathed. “Right here in Miami?” 

My eyes widened in horror.

A wicked, jubilant smile crossed Sol’s face as he regarded Zayn. “And here I was, trying to come up with a suitable way to punish my favorite Runemaster without having to kill him. Thank you, little jay, for making this decision so much easier.” 

“No!” I gasped.

His smile twisted into a vicious sneer as he regarded his dying victim. “It appears I’ll no longer need your services, Zæynek... I do hope you won’t take it personally.”

Zayn’s eyes rolled back in his head as the glow on Sol’s arm extended well past his elbow.

“I can feel your protection runes failing.” Sol’s eye’s glinted wickedly. “May your reunion with your mother be a blessed one – though I can’t imagine a bastard whoreson and an adulterous shrew will find much comfort in the hereafter.”

Hyperventilating, sobbing, and on the very brink of throwing up, I couldn’t even process the vile ramblings spewing from this monster’s mouth; all I knew was that I couldn’t let Zayn die. 

Just as I’d pivoted to lunge at him, a flutter of movement behind Sol caught my attention. Saxon was staggering to his feet, one hand tightly closed around the dagger Zayn had hurled at his father. The skin around his eyes was angry and blistered. When his squinted gaze settled on me, I could only assume the worst. But instead of diving at me, he gave me a slow, pointed nod... 

And then slammed the dagger directly into his father’s back.

Sol merely winced as though he’d been stung by a bee. Reaching behind him, he yanked out the bloody dagger and tossed it to the ground, like the mild annoyance it apparently was. But Saxon’s failed attempt did have one positive effect: Sol immediately released Zayn, whirled around, and snatched his own son by the throat. 

“Traitor,” he growled, digging his fingers into Saxon’s windpipe.

This time, when his arm glowed, it went all the way up to his shoulder, leaching far more than color from Saxon’s visage. The incubus’s eyes rolled backward. Hollows appeared in his bone-gray cheeks while his cheekbones sharpened into pinched gauntness. Less than a minute later, Sol tossed Saxon’s shriveled corpse to the ground.

I didn’t know whether to scream or vomit.

“Talia, run,” Zayn rasped, struggling to his feet.

Swallowing the wave of stomach acid that was bubbling up in my throat, I hastily rooted around my purse, unwrapping my mother’s gift with trembling fingers. When the material fell away, I looked down and nearly gasped. An iron dagger sat in the middle of an old, unraveled scarf, its serrated blade as long and sharp as a steak knife. The entire thing, hilt, blade, and all, was forged from a single piece of iron – save for the black gem embedded in its handle, which seemed to swallow all surrounding light. As my fingers wrapped around the hilt, the skin of my palm sizzled as though I were grabbing a hot curling iron. I bit back a gasp of pain. But I didn’t let go.

“Hey, Sol?” I grunted.

Kicking aside the desiccated remains of his son, he turned around at the exact same moment I flung the dagger at him with all my might. By the grace of God, the five-inch blade landed in the center of Sol’s bare chest, sticking straight out from between his ribs. I clapped a hand over my mouth as bright red blood and thick black smoke began to pour from the iron handle.

Zayn, his throat a mottled patchwork of black and purple, gaped between me and the weapon with unconcealed shock.

Sol let out an exasperated sigh, as though I’d just spilled wine on his favorite shirt. With a steady hand, he pulled the dagger from his chest, pressed his bloody fingers against one of the runes on the side of his neck, and disappeared.

Before I had time to scream, he reappeared directly behind Zayn...and plunged the dagger in his back.
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IX. A Broken Heart
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Zayn’s eyes bulged as a silent cry gurgled from his lips.

“No!” I screamed.

He sank to his knees, and I sank along with him, throwing myself across him when he collapsed to the floor on his side. After ripping the back of his shirt open, I let out a choked sob when I saw the hilt sticking straight out from between his shoulder blades, the skin around the bloody gash charred and blistering. I pulled the dagger from his back with a pained grunt, then threw it aside. The iron clanged against the floor like a reverberating death knell.

Gasping with pain, Zayn flung himself over on his back. His unbuttoned shirt displayed branches of thin black veins that snaked across his shoulders and up toward his throat. The rest of his skin was so pale, it was almost gray, and the light in his beautiful eyes was quickly fading.

“No!” The word was a choked gasp in my throat. Clutching his face between trembling hands, I pressed my forehead against his. A silent, mournful sob shuddered through my body.

“Talia,” he whispered. He draped a cold, ashen hand against one of mine.

Tears trickled down my cheeks, mingling with his own. “Please – tell me what to do!”

“T-Take him,” he whispered, his half-closed eyes trailing to the unfinished tattoo of Biscuit on his arm.

My mouth fluttered open. “I-I...I don’t...”

Squeezing his eyes shut, Zayn weakly gripped my wrist in his hand. As the tattoo on his arm began to disappear, I began to feel a strange tingle on the inside of mine. My eyes widened as a faint image began to manifest on the inside of my forearm, strengthening as his faded. 

A powerful hand seized the back of my shirt, tearing me away from him. “And here I thought you were a meek little thing,” Sol’s voice purred in my ear as he held me aloft by the collar. “Come, little jay. You and I are going to take a little trip together.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you!” I snarled, trying to twist away.

“Oh, but you are. A creature with your elite pedigree belongs in a fortress, not a filthy tattoo parlor.”

As he yanked me to my feet, my hand reached forward to snatch the bloody hilt of the iron dagger from the floor. Agony screamed through my palm. Whirling around, I twisted free of his grasp, thrusting the point of the knife against my jugular. Sol froze in place as its sharp tip dug into my skin. The scent of charred flesh reached my nose as a hot trickle of blood snaked down the side of my neck. 

Zayn’s words echoed in my head. Believe me when I say, death would be a merciful alternative to a lifetime of leeching.

“I’d rather die than go with you,” I managed to choke out, tears of grief and fury streaming down my face.

Sol watched me with tight, wary eyes, his gaze darting back and forth between my blistering fist and the tip of the dagger, which was burning a hole in the side of my neck.

A few feet away, Zayn’s eyes were closed, his breaths short and ragged. I didn’t need to have banshee blood in my veins to know that he was not long for this world.

“Put down the knife, little one,” Sol cooed. “As my claim, you will live as a queen – not a servant.”

“Go fuck yourself!”

Arching a single eyebrow, he crossed his arms over his bare, bleeding chest. “I have ways of making you submit, child, and I promise you – they will not be pleasant.”

“No – I promise you,” I rasped, unable to tear my eyes away from Zayn. “You will remember this moment for the rest of your life, because it’ll be the worst mistake you ever made.”

Sol arched an indignant brow.

“I am the descendant of Holocaust survivors, harpies, and banshees. My mother is the strongest, most terrifying woman you’ll ever meet.” My cracking voice was gaining strength with every syllable. “My father was a changeling who railed against death from the moment he was born. On his grave, if you try to drag me back to your stinking shithole, I will make every second of your miserable existence a waking hell.”

Sol’s eyebrows crept higher and higher as I spoke, until his expression was frozen in bemused unease when I finally finished.

“So let me tell you how this is going to play out,” I growled through clenched teeth, the searing pain in my hand bordering on unbearable. “You’re gonna let me save Zayn. And after I save him, you’re gonna let him live and promise to never harm a single hair on his head ever again. Only then will I walk out of here with you, peacefully, and do my best not make your life a Grade-A Shit Fest.” I extended my free hand in his direction, using every drop of resolve I had to keep it from shaking. “Are we clear?”

Sol regarded my hand with a thoughtful expression. “What makes you think I’ll honor our agreement?”

My eyes narrowed. “Fae can’t break promises.”

Please, God, let Google be right about that.

“Hmm... And if I refuse to promise?”

“I’ll jam this dagger in my neck, tainting all my pretty gold blood with cold-forged iron, while the rest of it splashes all over this ‘filthy’ floor.”

Much like every grade school teacher I’d ever had, Sol closed his eyes and clenched his jaw, as though he were silently counting to ten to keep himself from throttling me. After a long moment, he opened his eyes with a sigh, reached forward, and clasped my hand in his. “I agree to your terms. Do what you can to save the boy... But I warn you, even gold blood has its limits.”

Before he could change his mind, I flung Sol’s hand away and dropped to my knees, tossing the dagger into the storeroom to get it far away from Zayn. The blisters on the inside of my palm had burst open, and blood wept from my broken skin. Grimacing, I heaved Zayn onto his side and pressed my hand against his wound, shuddering. The blood that seeped from it was cold against my touch. 

“I’m going to fetch Soren, assuming he isn’t dead,” Sol muttered as he turned to collect his shirt. “You have five minutes. If you can’t rouse him in that time, our deal still stands.”

I watched him walk away, waiting until the door had closed behind him, then hurriedly whispered, “Biscuit, I need your help.”

The tattoo Zayn had partially transferred to my arm began to glow, pulsing in time with the faint remnant that remained on his. In a turquoise flash, Biscuit appeared on the floor beside me, covered in an assorted rainbow of pinfeathers instead of down, his big, round eyes far too big for his growing body. When he saw Zayn lying between us, he let out a panicked squawk.

“It’s gonna be okay, buddy,” I lied, holding back tears. “Listen, we don’t have much time. Do you know where his grimoire is? The one with all the runes?”

Biscuit nodded, and an image of Zayn’s filing cabinet flashed in my head.

“Good. Go inside the drawer and look for a healing rune. When you find one, show me the picture. Got it?”

With an affirmative “Rawk!”, Biscuit waddled into Zayn’s office, his growing sprout of tail feathers swishing back and forth across the floor. In the meantime, I ran to Zayn’s station and snatched up his tattoo gun and a few handfuls of ink – including the “delphinium ink.” After throwing everything in my purse, I grabbed a felt-tipped surgical marker. When the crisp image of a grimoire page flashed in my mind a few moments later, I let out a relieved sigh. I could see the text as clear as day, as though it were right in front of me:
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I knew there wasn’t time to tattoo the rune into his skin, but with my blood, maybe I wouldn’t have to. Carefully resting Zayn’s head in my lap, I used the marker to scrawl the rune in the center of his chest as quickly as I feasibly could, doing my best not to crack at the sight of the tattoo he’d planned to destroy himself with. 

When the drawing was done, I used my fingertip to trace the lines with my blood, feeling somewhat heartened when the symbol began to glow faintly. Risking a glance outside, I glimpsed Sol kneeling on the ground, one hand gripping Soren’s shoulder. He was nodding and gesturing inside as he spoke, an indicator that Soren was, in fact, alive.

I was running out of time.

Making my next choice on pure instinct alone, I brushed the blood from my fingertips against my lips, just as Zayn had once done. Then, cradling his head in the crook of my arm, I pressed my free hand against the Resurgence Rune and gently dropped my mouth to his. Last night, his warm, soft lips had lovingly melded against mine, flooding my entire body with heat; now, his lips were so still and cold, a frightened sob hitched itself in my chest. 

“Hey,” I whispered against his lips, voice cracking, “I need you to come back to me, okay? Because I truly do love you. In fact, I love every stupid little thing about you.” My fingers gently swept the hair from his eyes as I leaned down to kiss his forehead, his temples, his cheeks. “And not just your beautiful parts. I love your ugly parts too. Your stubbornness. Your loneliness. Your pain.” My lips found their way back to his, where I brushed soft kisses against the corner of his mouth. “I don’t care how many others you’ve loved, or how many more will come. With my whole heart, I’ll always love you, no matter what.” Tears swam in front of my vision, pooling in the corners of my eyes. “So, you’re going to have to come back to me, because I’m almost as selfish as I am stubborn. And I just... I just can’t live in a world where you don’t exist.” 

Shoulders sagging with grief, I wrapped my arms around him and pressed my face to his neck, my tears flowing freely. I didn’t know how much time we had left. I didn’t know what would happen when Sol returned. All I knew was that if I had turned right, I’d have lost my Zayn forever. 

I started as his fingers gently brushed against the side of my face, then curled into my hair, cradling the back of my head. 

“Talia,” he whispered. His voice, so husky and soft, was the most beautiful sound I’d ever heard.

Lifting my head to look up at him, I let out a soft cry as his lips, nearly the same temperature as mine, parted to kiss me gently, deeply. And I returned that kiss, pouring every ounce of love I had into it. His chest was warming beneath my hand, and I could feel the slow, weak thump of his heart gaining strength. Tears streamed down my face, splashing like warm rain against his cheeks. With effort, I managed to pull away just enough to gaze into his eyes, which had returned to a deep, fathomless green – much like the deepest oceans of his home world.

“Forgive me,” he whispered, tracing the tips of his fingers along my jawline.

I tried to muster a weak smile. “Only if you’ll forgive me first.” 

Biscuit, who had somehow managed to nudge Zayn’s grimoire all the way through the doorway of his office, waddled over and hopped onto his chest, nuzzling himself underneath Zayn’s chin. Profound joy and relief radiated off his tiny little body. 

“Hey, buddy,” Zayn murmured, stroking the feathers at the top of his head. “I’m okay.” Grunting, he hoisted himself into a sitting position, ushering Biscuit to his shoulder. 

Biscuit cocked his head to look at Zayn’s back, sending me confirmation that the wound had closed up, leaving what appeared to be an angry – albeit fully-healed – scar. Fresh tears appeared in the corners of my eyes; for the first time since walking through that damned portal, I was grateful for the strange, golden blood that flowed in my veins. 

But when my bleary gaze landed on the ugly symbol peering at me above Zayn’s exposed collar, it felt like a kick to the gut.

“That...thing on your chest...” I started, my words thick with emotion.

Brimming with pain and sorrow, Zayn’s weary eyes met mine.

I tried to swallow the painful lump in my throat, but it wasn’t budging. “If something ever happened to you... I mean, if you had actually...” I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to blot out the terrible thought. When I was finally able to speak, my voice was barely a whisper. “I wouldn’t know how to go on without you.”

His fingers traced the corner of my mouth. “Nor I.”

The sound of Sol’s booming voice filtered in from outside.

Zayn let out a curse, as though the daze of his injury had made him forget we had company. As quick as I’ve ever seen him move, he snatched the marker I’d used to tattoo him, then scrawled a rune on the back cover of his grimoire. In the span of half a breath, the large leather-bound book had shrunk to the size of a half-dollar, which I hurriedly shoved inside my purse.

Cold air swept into the room as Sol and Soren stepped through the door.

When Zayn made a move to scramble to his feet, I gripped his shoulder, bracing my full weight against his body. “Sol’s agreed to let you live.”

“He’s...what...?” His face twisted first into shock, then disbelief, and finally, horror.

“Everything’s going to be okay,” I smiled weakly, reaching down to squeeze his hand. “I promise.”

“Zayn!” Sol boomed. “What a pleasant surprise to see you alive. Gold blood truly has no bounds, does it?”

At the sound of Sol’s voice, Biscuit quickly reverted to a tingling tattoo on the inside of my arm. I immediately felt his presence, warm and soft. And for the moment, I really did believe that everything was going to be okay.

Zayn was alive. We were alive. Everything else was just details.

Zayn, however, wasn’t exactly sharing in my moment of Zen. Partial strength regained, he pushed past me, snatched up his fallen bow, and leapt to his feet. 

“Don’t!” I cried.

Before a single arrow could materialize, illuminated cords burst from Sol’s hands, wrapping themselves around Zayn’s body like glowing vines. 

He fell to the ground, writhing angrily. “You son of a bitch!”

Sol turned to Soren. “Dispose of that,” he nodded toward Saxon’s emaciated remains, “then kindly escort the Runemaster to the vault antechamber.” 

Nodding stiffly, Soren began to roll up his sleeves while I glared at his father with a look of seething venom.

“You said you’d let him go,” I growled, kneeling beside Zayn.

“I said I’d let him live.”

“Yeah, and not harm him!”

All of the blood drained from Zayn’s already-pale face. “What did you do?” 

Sol shrugged into his jacket, adjusting his diamond cufflinks with an air of quiet, simmering calm. “Indeed, he’ll spend the remainder of his days in a sealed vault – the safest place he can be, really.”

“But that wasn’t our agreement!”

“I’m sorry you feel that way,” he smiled cruelly. “But it’s better this way, little bird, I promise... By the way, what did you say your name was?”

“T—”

“Don’t tell him!” Zayn snarled. “Don’t ever tell him your—”

Glowing rope wrapped itself between Zayn’s clenched teeth, knotting at the back of his head. He struggled furiously against it, but no sound came from his mouth.

Sol looked at me expectantly.

Crossing my arms, I pressed my own mouth into a firm line.

“Suit yourself, child.” He pursed his lips into a smirk as he knelt beside Zayn to loosen his gag. “Tell me, Runemaster, where is your grimoire?”

“I gave it to a lovely fachan I met the other day,” Zayn spat.

Sol rolled his eyes. “I promised I wouldn’t hurt you... But bear in mind, I made no such promise with respect to the girl.” 

The vein in Zayn’s temple bulged. “So help me, Sol, I’ll tear your limbs—” 

The ropes bound themselves around Zayn’s mouth again, cutting him off mid-sentence. 

“No matter,” Sol’s eyes flashed greedily as he took me in. “I’m in no rush.” 

Soren, who was dusting off his hands on his pants, slung a large canvas bag over his shoulder as he came to stand beside his father. His eyes brimmed with emotion, but he said nothing.

“Take His Highness to prepare for the vault,” Sol ordered, flashing me a wink. “But do try to be gentle with him.”

My breath, already labored, caught roughly in my chest. Lam had called Zayn the same thing, just two days before.

As Zayn was hauled to his feet, our eyes met – mine wide and questioning, his lined with fury. 

And shame.

“Why did you call him that?” I asked, feeling a cold shiver snake down my spine.

“Hmm?”

“Why did you call him ‘His Highness’?”

Sol gave me a funny look, then let out a hearty laugh. “Oh, come now... Don’t you know?”

I slowly shook my head from side to side, unable to pull my eyes away from Zayn’s. He grimaced as he fought against Soren’s grip, but the binds held.

“Well then, little jay, please allow me to enlighten you.” Sidling up next to Zayn, Sol tossed an arm around his shoulder as though they were old friends. “King Saedis and Queen Jaina, the slain elven rulers of the Summer Court, had three children together. But, alas, rumors swirled that the king had been neglecting his fair queen – and they carried more than a grain of truth, evidently, since his wife saw fit to invite an all-too-willing lover to her bed.”

Zayn squeezed his eyes shut.

“Incubi, as you no doubt know, are almost always sterile. So poor Jaina could not have known the grave mistake she was about to bring into the world, or the trouble that demon spawn would cause...” A smile tugged at the corners of Sol’s mouth as he regarded Zayn, as though he took delight in recounting the story. “And though our bastard prince – scourge of the castle and scorn of his stepfather’s eye – could never have ascended the throne under the usual circumstances, when his half-brother and half-sisters were slaughtered in the final battle of the Blood Wars, he became the last of the royal line.”

“No,” I whispered, desperately searching Zayn’s face for the truth. 

He avoided my gaze.

Sol’s eyes glinted wickedly. “Oh, yes. Zayn Bahrami, one of the many lowly, dime-a-dozen tattoo artists of South Beach, is, in actuality, His Royal Highness Zæynek al’Bâramahd – the uncrowned bastard king of the Summer Court.”
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X. Heavy is the Head
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Shock froze my entire body in place – so much so, I could barely move my tongue enough to speak. “Is that true?”

Zayn didn’t answer. Couldn’t answer, of course. But when he finally lifted his gaze to meet mine, the torment and guilt that gleamed in his eyes was all the confirmation I needed.

I swayed as though the floor had pitched beneath my feet. Shock, anger, confusion, and pain constricted my chest while discordant thoughts rattled around my head like coins in a tin can. 

In less than a week, I had gone from thinking my boss was just some nice, quiet, insanely attractive man, to finding out he was actually a magic-wielding incubus from another realm. 

And now...

I raked my hands through my hair, trying to make the room stop spinning. 

A king? 

For the past two years, I’d spent my days mopping floors with him, sharing sandwiches with him, making dirty jokes with him. Hell, in that past week alone, I’d screamed at him, tried to seduce him, even confessed that I...

I... 

I squeezed my eyes shut, cheeks flushing with humiliation and shame. 

Zæynek al’Bâramahd, Uncrowned King of the Fae Realm.

Tears flooded my vision. All this time, I never even knew his real name.

Sol slapped a hearty hand on Zayn’s back, making him wince. “Indeed, how the mighty have fallen!” Glancing over Zayn’s shoulder, he shook his head. “I must confess, boy, I thought that wound would be the end of you. Only a handful of fae have survived iron poisoning, and none of them were so deeply impaled.” The flicker of remorse that crossed his face was far more than he’d shown for either Salen or Saxon, and I wasn’t the only one who appeared to notice.

Soren adjusted the lumpy bag he had draped across his shoulder, barely concealing his glower. “Father, should I...?”

“Yes. Go.” Sol didn’t look up as he rebuttoned his shirt. “I’ll return to my office with the girl. You Tesseract straight to Fabian; I’ll be there shortly to deposit our friend in the vault.”

“Hold on,” I tried to speak, but my voice came out in a hoarse whisper.

The scowl on Soren’s face deepened. “But my Tess Rune only has two uses left, and Korinne said—”

“What do you not understand about gold blood?” Sol barked. Soren took an intimidated step backward. “With this one,” he jabbed a ring-encrusted finger in my direction, “you’ll never have to rely on runes the same way again! Now, go!” 

With a curt nod, Soren rolled up his jacket sleeve, then pressed two fingers against the triangular symbol on his wrist – which looked just like the stolen triangle on the inside of mine.

Zayn tried to squirm out of his reach, but Soren’s grip and Sol’s binds held firm. As the triangle began to glow, and a hazy red fog began to coalesce around the two of them, I finally found my voice. 

“Wait! Where exactly are you taking him?”

“Somewhere he’ll be kept safe,” Sol replied blithely.

I barely had time to meet Zayn’s rueful gaze before the cloud of smoke thickened, nearly blotting him and Soren out of existence. 

“Wait!” I cried. The world moved in slow motion as I dove forward, reaching for Zayn’s hand – the same way he’d reached for mine when we’d lost each other at the Waypoint.

I fell through the smoke, crashing into the metal stand on the other side with a pained grunt. Whirling around, a choked cry lodged itself in my chest. The smoke was gone. 

And so was Zayn.

“No,” I whispered, feeling a chill slither down my back. The store suddenly felt thirty degrees colder without his presence; the fear of what lay ahead was crushing me from all sides, making my knees buckle.

Sol’s hand gripped my shoulder to steady me. “Come, little jay.”

A fresh cloud of smoke swirled around us, searing my throat with its acrid stench. My eyes watered, but before I could even sneeze, the tattoo shop dissolved into a roiling sea of crimson.

Zayn. 

His name echoed in my head again and again, a cry of anguish and condemnation as my world shattered and bled all around me.

Talia, I could almost hear him answer. I’m sorry. 

I’m so sorry...
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When the smoke cleared a few minutes later, I found myself standing in the middle of a dark space, clutching my purse to my chest as a fit of violent sneezes overtook me. When I tried to take a deep, wheezing breath five sneezes later, I nearly gagged. The air was somehow thick and thin at the same time – humid and muggy, but hard to take in, as though I were standing at the top of a mountain. Fumbling around my overflowing purse, I found my cell phone and woke up the screen. No service. That’s when I saw my nail beds, glowing faintly yellow in the darkness. As though the tattoo on my leg wasn’t quite enough to scatter the magical signature of my blood.

Thin, muggy air... No cell service... Barely concealed magic....

A sob lodged itself against my sternum.

I was back in the Fae Realm.

I whirled around in a blind panic, fear building with every second it took my eyes to adjust to the darkness. After standing beneath the glaring, fluorescent lights of the shop for so long, I honestly thought I’d been abandoned in some hole.

Fortunately – and unfortunately – that wasn’t the case.

As I furiously tried to blink away the shadows, the first things I noticed were the candles, several dozen of them, which seemed to hover all around me. It took me a few seconds and a good scrub of my eyes to realize they weren’t floating, but rather resting on a long line of bookshelves, each of which housed hundreds of thick leather-bound tomes from floor to ceiling. Well, save for the top shelves; those shouldered a strange collection of glass jars and corked vials, all filled with about a hundred different colors of liquid – at least a third of which I couldn’t name, since the colors didn’t exist in my world.

“Welcome, my dear. Have a seat.”

Flinching at the sound of Sol’s deep voice, I spun around to find him standing beside a massive, unlit fireplace on the far end of the chamber. He dusted off his sleeves, then strode across the room to take a seat at the imposing mahogany desk directly in front of me. His eyes – no longer icy blue, I noticed, but magenta – flashed at me from beneath a dim Tiffany lamp. 

At the shop, Sol and his sons were unnervingly handsome. Here, he was something else altogether. Dark. Alluring. Hypnotic. Deadly. The aura he was exuding made me want to come closer, no matter how much I knew I hated him. I dug my heels in the ground, imagining him and his desk lamp as a jagged-mouthed angler fish using its floating light to lure tiny fishies to their untimely deaths. 

The imagery helped. 

A little.

“Is something amusing?” he asked, his face partly illuminated like a goddamn Bond villain. I half-expected him to pull out a hairless cat and start stroking it. 

Instead, he rolled up his sleeve, touched a beautifully shaded tattoo of a black bird – Zayn’s work, I could tell right away – and beckoned a sleek, black raven into existence. It cawed as it emerged from his skin, shaking out its feathers. They were so slick, they were almost iridescent, like oil floating atop water. After taking a treat from his hand, the raven perched on the back of his chair, where it watched me with beady black eyes. A short silver chain hung from its shaggy neck, where a blood-red pendant glinted in the dim light. 

A familiar?

“One of my many incarnates,” Sol smiled as if reading my mind. “I am a Manipulator, as I’m sure Zayn has already told you.”

I winced at the emphasis, fresh hurt twisting in my stomach like a knife.

Unfazed, he motioned to the plush, plum-colored leather chair just beside me, its arm rests and legs painted to look like gleaming gold; for all I knew of the man, maybe it really was gold.

“Please, sit.”

I crossed my arms over my damp top, acutely aware of the chill in the room. “I’ll stand, thanks.”

Sol rubbed his dark whiskers, then sighed. “At least allow me to clean your wounds for you.” He touched his ring, and a heavy steel door behind me swung open.

Through it stepped a beautiful bronze-skinned woman with dark hair, high cheekbones, and long, pointed ears. She wore pale blue robes, a sheer scarf that covered her hair like a hood, and silver circlets around her wrists and forehead. On the side of her neck, an insect-like rune – much like the one that used to be branded between Zayn’s shoulder blades – glowed faintly.

“Korinne, tend to the girl’s wounds.”

The woman nodded, then reached into her bag for a vial of pale pink ink and something that looked vaguely like a tattoo gun – except the cartridge looked more like a metallic quill than a needle. She uncorked the vial, drew the ink into the tip of her machine, then reached for my arm.

I yanked my hand away. “Get away from me!” 

Sol cocked his head in amusement. “She’s placing a healing rune on you, nothing more.”

“She’s not coming anywhere near me with that...thing!”

He looked at me as though I’d sprouted a third nipple on my forehead. “Are you...frightened of needles?”

I immediately tried to smooth out my expression, but poker faces aren’t exactly my strong suit. 

He snorted derisively. “Aren’t you a tattoo artist? How in the three realms did you come to be afraid of needles?”

“It’s a long story,” I muttered. There wasn’t a chance in hell I was ever going to tell him about my father’s long, painful bout with cancer.

“Permission to speak, my liege?” Korinne asked, bowing her head.

Sol waved a lazy hand. “Granted.”

“If the child truly fears the needle, I do have a serum that should work suitably well on her wounds.”

“Stop calling me a child!”

He nodded. “Proceed.”

She bowed her head again, retrieved another vial from her bag, and dumped its milky contents onto a white cloth. Without waiting for my assent, she took my hand – the one that had been burnt by the dagger – and began rubbing cool, tingling liquid on it. If she noticed the odd color of my blood, she said nothing. Within moments, the pale substance began to bubble and foam like hydrogen peroxide, then darkened to black, finally evaporating into a crumbly substance that left gold-tinged, freshly-healed skin in its wake.

My stomach lurched at the memory of Zayn using the exact same liquid to heal a cut on my hand, shortly after he’d saved my life – the first time, that is. I could almost feel the brush of his lips as he gently blew the residual ashes from my palm.

Korinne, meanwhile, swept them away with the cold, perfunctory air of a burned-out hospice nurse. Like Zayn, she looked vaguely Persian, with bronze-colored skin that gleamed as though it had been dusted with mica. But Sol’s skin didn’t look like that; like his children, his pallor was pale and matte, like white marble.

“Are you an elf?” I gasped softly.

Korinne raised her amethyst eyes to meet mine, but said nothing in response. After dabbing the cloth on my neck and cleaning the blood from my collar bone, she straightened her back, waiting for Sol’s next command.

Rising to his feet, he started unbuttoning his blood-spattered shirt. When he peeled it away, I had to stifle a whimper. He had to have been two-hundred-plus pounds of pure muscle, as firm and powerful as chiseled stone. That alone was terrifying, but it was the hideous tattoos covering his entire torso that made my insides twist with fear and revulsion – particularly the scorpion-like rune that was etched in the very center of his chest. Spidery black veins, much like the ones I’d seen spreading from Zayn’s iron-inflicted wound, splintered from the center of the arachnid until they met a perfect, rune-encrusted circle of blue ink, about five inches in diameter. Inside the blue circle, Sol’s skin was streaked with red, much like the late stages of blood poisoning. But outside, his skin was unmarred – as though the ink itself was keeping the infection from spreading to the rest of his body. 

“Mavros.” Sol turned to address the raven, who had been sitting still as a statue this whole time. “Go keep an eye on Soren, would you?”

With a hearty croak, the raven flew from its perch and into the fireplace, where it disappeared with a green flash.

I have to make sure Biscuit doesn’t get anywhere near this guy. I shivered, remembering how easily the vampires had taken control of him after drinking a Manipulator’s blood.

At his beckoning, Korinne left me to tend to the wound I’d left on Sol’s chest, which didn’t bleed, but had blackened around the edges. After blotting the wound with the same milky substance she had used on my hand and neck, she withdrew her tattoo machine and a vial of cobalt-blue ink, and began retracing the circle around the festering tattoo beneath his collarbone. 

My face scrunched into horror. The last thing that patch of skin needed was more damage to the epidermis.

Sol saw my expression and sighed. “A ward to protect against iron, almost as nasty as the poison itself. Had I known he was concealing a gilded one, I could have avoided this blight altogether.”

“I-Is that why...?”

“Why your gallant attempt to murder me failed? Indeed... Luckily for you, I am a forgiving man.”

Korinne’s shoulders stiffened, but she said nothing. “We’ll need to put a new Aegis Rune on your body soon,” she said softly. “This one is all but spent.”

His eyes flitted to me. “Somehow, I don’t think that will be necessary.”

Nodding once, Korinne slathered the finished circle with glittering balm – droka ointment, I guessed – then retreated toward the door.

“Stay.” Sol spoke to her as if speaking to a dog. His magenta eyes trailed back to me, where they took in my shivering body from head to toe, lingering on certain cold-nipped places that made me want to squirm out of my skin. “Now, let’s get you into something more...presentable.” He nodded at Korinne.

With a touch of a rune and a snap of her fingers, my wet clothes disappeared. 

In their place, skin-tight leather pants, sky-high stilettos that put my full weight on my tip-toes, and a midnight-blue corset appeared, squeezing the air from my chest with a series of sputtering coughs. My hands crept to my head – even my hair was fluffy and dry, as though I’d just gotten a wash and a blowout – then flew to my throat, where my locket was still dangling. I’d have let out a sigh of relief if the stupid top I was wearing had actually allowed my lungs to expand and contract.

“Much better,” he smiled, appraising me from head to toe. “After all, we can’t have my new consort looking like a drowned mouse.”

“Give me back my clothes! My paycheck was in there!”

“Sorry, little jay, it would seem that rune just ran dry...for now,” he added, gazing at my veins with the yearning of a heroin addict.

“Stop calling me that,” I snapped, crossing my arms over my hoisted-up bosom. 

“Then what shall I call you?”

Fuming, I clamped my mouth shut.

“In that case,” Sol raised a ravenous eyebrow as he took in my scantily-clad appearance, “I shall call you Zaffre – the loveliest shade of blue in the realm.” 

“Gee, thanks.” I rolled my eyes. “Where’s Zayn?”

When Sol didn’t reply, I whirled around to look for another exit. 

Unfortunately, Korinne was blocking the only door in Sol’s massive office. Or whatever the hell this room was, since it looked more like an ancient underground library with its towering bookshelves, gray stone walls, and dusty hardwood floors – minus the purple bearskin-like rug that had been spread out in front of the fireplace. Or, well, a color that was close to purple. What had Lamswyth called it? Egwine?

“Sit,” Sol commanded, but I continued to ignore him despite my uncomfortably high heels. Beneath the aching balls of my feet, I could feel a strange vibration pulsing in a steady rhythm, almost like a distant, massive bass stereo.

“Where the hell are we?” I demanded.

“First things first,” Sol replied, motioning to the chair with an air of forced cordiality. 

Grinding my teeth, I sank into the strange material, frowning at the texture. It was soft, like leather, but there were faint ridges in it, almost like—

“Siren hide,” he smiled, seeing my expression. “Aged and treated for the equivalent of three Earth years. It never fades, never stains, and never tears.”

Acid burned the back of my throat. The siren who’d saved my life was the kindest creature I’d met in this entire godforsaken realm.

“But back to your questions,” Sol continued, oblivious – or perhaps indifferent – to my discomfort. “You are in the Fae Realm, only a scant few yards away from South Beach.”

“Huh?”

He flashed me a patient, albeit vaguely patronizing, smile. “The Fae Realm exists directly on top of your world, invisible to the non-magical eye. But our dimensions are interfolded—”

“Yeah, I know all of that, Zayn already told me—”

“Our dimensions are interfolded,” he continued, ignoring the interruption, “which means there are certain places in your world and mine that directly overlap. Here, you sit in my fae-bound office. Through that door, you re-enter Miami Beach.”

I blinked at him stupidly. “How is that possible?”

Sol sighed, casting a glance at the diamond-encrusted Rolex watch on his left wrist. “Along the entire southeastern edge of the Florida peninsula, the veil between our two worlds has thinned, allowing for easier access to and from the Fae Realm. It’s far simpler to create and retain interdimensional portals in Miami than Tampa, for example. Of course, if you venture farther out into the Atlantic – toward the Bermuda Triangle, as you humans call it – the veil has all but ripped, making it a massive portal in and of itself. But I’m sure you’ll agree that’s far too remote a location for an establishment such as this.”

“And what establishment might that be?” I demanded. “You still haven’t told me where the hell I am!”

“LUV, of course. The most coveted intradimensional domain on South Beach.”

“Love?” I blinked. “What do you mean, ‘Love’?”

Sol cocked his head, smirking like a kindergarten teacher patiently waiting for me to count out two plus two on my fingers.

“Wait a minute...” I scrunched my eyebrows together. “Are you saying L-U-V love? As in, the Miami nightclub, LUV?”

He dipped his head in a nod.

I gaped at him in shock. “The nightclub where all the celebrities hang out and have wild orgies and—”

“The very same.”

“You...own that place?” I ventured.

“Indeed.”

I leaned back in my chair as a vague feeling of discomfort crept down my spine, like thousands of tiny needles that left a trail of gooseflesh in their wake. LUV was one of those places that your parents warned you about, the type of place that routinely made the news for drug overdoses and the occasional missing or dead person.

“Where’s Zayn?” I whispered, clutching my locket against my chest.

“He’s in the vault.”

“What does that mean?”

Sol shrugged with indifference. “There is a pocket adjacent to the club building where the veils of our worlds slide past one another without touching. In that space, neither your world nor mine exist, like a void. It’s where we keep our most valuable items – and people – safe from those who would covet them, since it cannot be accessed by sight.”

“Can’t be accessed by sight?” My fingers were digging into the siren hide so hard, I vaguely wondered if the leather could, in fact, be torn open. “What the hell are you talking about?”

Sol leaned forward in his chair to prop his elbows on the desk. Though his face was carefully composed, I could feel his smugness from behind his steepled fingers. “You could spend the rest of your life looking for such a place, and even stumble right on top of it, but you’d look right through it.” His eyes trailed to the faded tattoos on my left arm. “And before you ask – or worse, try – the last imbecile who tried portaling into the vault was ripped into bloody shreds. We still find pieces of him here and there.” He smiled blithely, as though the memory amused him. “Anyway, Purgatory, I suppose, is the closest English word for it. That is where Zayn is. That is where he will remain, until – or if – he is needed. And that is all I will say on the subject.”

I could feel my eyes rounding with horror. Shards of icy dread clawed at the inside of my chest, where my breath hitched and froze. My shoulders rose and fell as I tried to breathe, but no air passed through my lips; I was hyperventilating and suffocating all at once.

Zayn was trapped, all alone, in a place I literally couldn’t find. A place that didn’t exist in this plane or the next. It was a fate worse than death.

And I had condemned him to it.

Sol’s perfectly-composed face flickered with an expression I couldn’t place, though it couldn’t have been pity. Not from a man like him.

With a sigh, he rose from his chair, circled his desk, and knelt in front of me, placing his hands over my trembling knees. “These feelings you think you have for him, the lust you’re confusing with love...these are manufactured feelings – a phenomenon which I regret all of our victims experience. But give it time. Your confusion will fade the longer you are apart. With time, you’ll forget he even existed, you’ll be so enamored with your new life here.” He curled a finger around my chin, tilting my gaze to meet his. “In my long lifetime, tens of thousands of women and men have claimed to love me. Some have gladly given their lives for me. And yet I claimed none of them. Never gave a single one a second thought, if I’m being honest – something I shall always strive to be, with you. But today, I am claiming you, Zaffre.”

“What?” I whispered.

“Do you know what an honor that is?” He cupped my face in two hands, gently brushing away my tears with his thumbs. “Once Korinne has removed the Shield Rune from your skin and I have claimed you as my own, to watch over and protect, the love you’ll have for me will be like a burning sun compared to the spark of lust you once had for him.”

A brush of fabric against my arm let me know that Korinne had again joined us, that strange, foreboding machine once more in her hand. “I know you fear needles, but I’m very gentle,” she smiled tightly, as though she truly were trying to comfort me.

“W-Wait!” I choked out. “Please, it’s not a Shield Rune, I—”

“Of course, it is,” Sol smiled, pointing to the set of triangles engraved on his bulging left pectoral. “I have the very same one.”

“N-No, you don’t understand,” I shook my head fiercely, skittering to the far end of the chair, as far from that gleaming needle as I could get. “I had this rune the other night. And Z-Zayn, he... I mean, I wasn’t immune to him – to his incubus powers, I mean.”

“In what way?” Sol asked. His powerful hands were once more gripping my knees, as though to keep me from escaping.

“I p-passed out. When he t-touched me.”

“Whatever caused your fainting spell,” he replied, the edges of his voice tinged with condescension, “I assure you it wasn’t him. Because as sure as a banshee’s cry, that is my daughter’s Shield Rune.” 

I regarded the complex design of triangles and overlapping crescents on my arm, feeling a fresh wave of uncertainty.

“I agree,” Korinne said softly. “Though I do wonder about its efficacy since it was extracted by an untrained mage. Not to mention the fact that it’s so faded—”

“Not faded enough, as Saxon’s glamour was ineffective against it.”

He’s right, I realized, clutching the locket at the base of my throat. I felt nothing for him. No allure. No desire. No fatigue. 

It was true, then; I’d had a Shield Rune on my body this whole time.

Maybe that was why Zayn had eventually let his guard down – though, like Korinne, he must have worried about the rune’s effectiveness. My blackout would have been all the confirmation he needed to assume the rune was defective and unfairly blame himself.

“Is the eradication ink ready?” Sol asked.

Korinne nodded.

But if Zayn didn’t make me pass out, then what...?

The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as a fuzzy, antihistamine-clouded memory of my mother’s medicine cabinet flickered in my mind. 

Oh my God.

“And the rune for my claim? Do you have what’s needed?”

“I am familiar with the Requisition Rune, but I do not have sufficient ink for it...particularly if you wish to split it into a Dominans and Inferus for the added control.”

Wine. Benadryl. Half of a Xanax... I clamped a hand over my mouth as the full force of my idiocy hit me like a sack of potatoes. The Revitalizing Serum!

Sol’s eyes darkened. “And here I’d thought you were a Runemaster.”

“I am, sire, but even a Runemaster’s ink can run dry if tapped faster than one can replenish.”

“The girl has gold blood!”

Tears of relief blurred my vision. 

It wasn’t his fault...

“Yes, but certain complex corporeal spells still require a catalyst.”

“Fine,” Sol sighed in exasperation. “Once her Shield is removed, I want you to immediately begin prepping the ink for my claim.”

It was mine.

While Sol and Korinne continued their conversation about branding my body like a steer, I reached into my purse with trembling hands, retrieved my inhaler, and took two deep, wheezing puffs of powdery steroids. Biscuit’s tattoo tingled; whether it was intentional or not, I felt emboldened by the reminder of his presence. As my lungs finally began to expand with cool, soothing air, a strange feeling of calm began to settle over my body. I breathed in and out slowly, filling my chest and quieting my nerves.

“That’s it,” Korinne said softly as she knelt to etch “eradicating ink” into my skin. “Just relax. This will all be over soon, I promise.”

As her machine whirred to life, its vibrating needle inches from my Shield Rune, I took one last deep, grounding breath... 

And then I screamed.

I screamed harder and louder than I’d ever screamed in my life, channeling every drop of banshee blood my mother claimed I possessed into the shrill, bloodcurdling sound that shattered from my throat like a train screeching to a stop.

Sol and Korinne flew off of me as though they’d been hit by said locomotive, their bodies slamming into the front of Sol’s desk with the force of hurricane winds. They clamped their hands over their ears, twin expressions of agony painted on their faces as blood leaked from their noses and trickled down their wrists from their ears. Books flew off the shelves like a scattering flock of birds. Vials of ink toppled and shattered against the floor, releasing thick ribbons of multicolored smoke into the room. The walls visibly shook.

Rising to my feet, I continued to scream, the air shimmering and coalescing in front of my open mouth like a concentrated sonic boom, until my lungs burned and my throat was raw.

When my lungs had nothing left, I took a ragged, gasping breath. Then, spinning on my heels, I sprinted to the single exit in Sol’s office, flung it open with all my might, and burst through the door without looking back.
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XI. LUV is All You Need
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The moment I stepped through the threshold, a light as bright as the portal in Zayn’s filing cabinet exploded all around me, then quickly dissolved into the throbbing pulse of distant strobe lights. The heavy, reverberating thump of an electronic bass greeted me as soon as my feet hit the ground, as though a sound-proof wall – or, you know, an entire dimension – had separated Sol’s office from the rest of the club.

What the hell did I just do? I half-marveled, half-lamented as I gazed at my trembling hands.

That doesn’t matter right now, Smart Talia barked. Run!

With the thrum of fear and synthetic drums coursing through my body, I whipped my head around wildly; I could run down the uninhabited corridor to my right, which overlooked the massive, crowded nightclub below, or take the stairs that were just in front of me. Hundreds of people had packed themselves on the dance floor, providing far more bodies to hide among, so I raced down the floating steel steps, holding onto the guardrail for dear life as the combination of stupidly high heels and massive array of blinking strobe lights edged me dangerously close to plunging to my death.

The second my toes touched solid concrete, I darted straight into the seething swarm of people. Like a murmur of swallows, they all seemed to move as one, gyrating to some hardcore industrial mix that was mounting to a powerful crescendo, much like my blood pressure. I kept my head down as I pushed my way through the crowd, snatching a flat-billed cap from some random dude to help me blend in – not that my revealing outfit was out of place here, based on the very short skirts and dresses I passed as I shoved deeper and deeper into the throng.

Only when I was completely surrounded on all sides did I dare lift my head to look around.

I was adrift in a sea of writhing, half-naked bodies as far as the eye could see. The “club” looked more like a warehouse both in size and layout, but had an elevated platform on the far side of the room that housed an entire wall of speakers. There, an Aviators-sporting DJ was spinning records old-school-style, headbanging to the toxic beat while a kaleidoscope of spotlights haloed him from above and behind. From the rear of his stage, neon lasers shot into the crowd, illuminating the fog like rainbow-colored lightning bolts. And speaking of lightning bolts, apparently no one in this crowd gave a second thought to the tropical storm outside – or the fact that it was something like 10:00 a.m. on a Saturday. Had they been here all night?

The tattoo on my arm was tingling sharply now, as though Biscuit was desperately trying to get my attention.

“Hang on, buddy!” I shouted, though I couldn’t even hear my own voice against the mounting beat.

As the bass dropped into something even harder and faster, the crowd went nuts – screaming, jumping, whipping out beach balls and glowsticks. Many of them spasmed and convulsed on the dance floor like they were having seizures, which would have made me laugh if I hadn’t been glancing up at Sol’s closed office door every three seconds, sick with dread.

Just ahead, a large circle of onlookers had parted the crowd, gazing into their makeshift clearing with expressions of rapt euphoria.

Do ravers...mosh? I couldn’t help but wonder as I approached.

The short answer, it turns out, is no. Upon seeing what was actually occurring inside the not-mosh pit, I clamped a mortified hand over my mouth. Five people – two men and three women – were dancing completely naked, squeezing and rubbing against one another’s bodies while a hundred others watched. One of the guys, who appeared to have white powder smeared beneath his nose, looked just like the drummer of one of my favorite rock bands; in hindsight, I’m pretty sure he was. While I and everyone else looked on – I in stunned horror, they in casual gratification – he gripped the voluptuous hips of the nearest naked lady in front of him and began thrusting himself against her. 

Is he...? Oh my God!

As soon as I realized what was happening, I whirled around, my cheeks as hot as a kettle, and ran smack-dab into a shaved-head, ultra-pierced, emo-type whose skin was so pale, he made Sol and his demon spawn look sun-kissed. I winced, expecting the guy to berate me for nearly running him over, when his mouth broke into a wide grin – displaying the sharpest set of canines I’d ever seen on anyone, apart from a certain trio of—

“No!” I gasped, backing into the wall of people unknowingly blocking my escape.

The vampire’s eye sockets darkened like two wide, gaping holes as he leaned down to either make out with me or drain me of my blood. Whatever his intention, I wasn’t about to stick around to find out. I shoved past him, stumbling past a trio of dancing women who wore nothing but fishnet bodysuits. When I looked over my shoulder to shout a warning to them, it abruptly died in my throat. The women had draped themselves all over the vampire, shoving one another away as each tried to get him to bite her first. When his fangs sank into the tallest girl’s neck, she made a face of pure ecstasy while the other two crossed their arms over their exposed nipples and pouted.

What the hell is this place? 

My mind was a tangled mess of horror, confusion, and acute desire – the desire to get the hell out of there, as fast as I possibly could. But I couldn’t leave without Zayn. It didn’t matter if Sol said it would be impossible to find him. I had to try. 

Even if I was trapped in a literal den of monsters.

Trying to make myself as small and inconspicuous as possible, I slunk toward the far side of the dance floor, where a massive bar top stretched along the entire back wall. There, three beautiful, blonde women – wearing only slightly more clothing than the vampire’s trio of snacks – were serving a nefarious assortment of imbibing clientele...all of whom were gazing at the ceiling intently.

I followed their glassy-eyed stares to find six large cages that hung above the bar. Three of them held what appeared to be clothing-deficient humans – two women and a man – all perfectly proportioned and beautiful. The other three cages held an androgynous figure with seafoam-green skin and transparent gossamer wings; a curvaceous female with folded black wings, red scaly skin, and horns protruding from her forehead; and a satyr who could have been Lamswyth’s twin, except his fur and horns were black instead of brown. Five of the six caged beings were dancing in slow, fluid motions, rubbing their bodies up and down the metal bars seductively. The dusky satyr, however, was gazing at the crimson-skinned woman beside him in a lustful way that made me immediately drop my gaze.

I had never been a prude, not by a long shot; in fact, physical affection had always been far easier for me than emotional intimacy. However, between the middle-of-the-dance-floor orgies, the violent vampire love fests, and the butt-naked assortment of caged dancers – whom I could only pray were up there for temporary decoration, not as permanent captives – my overloaded brain wanted nothing more than to find a quiet, secluded corner where I could curl up in the fetal position for the next hour or two. But since Sol might materialize from the shadows at any moment, what I really needed was to get out of here. First things first, I had to get to the vault – a.k.a. the invisible, undetectable void of oblivion where Zayn had supposedly been stashed for safekeeping.

“What’ll you have, sweet stuff?” one of the bartenders called to me – a succubus, if her blonde hair and magenta eyes were any indication.

“Um... do you happen to know where the vault is?”

Her eyes narrowed. “Sorry?”

I faltered for the briefest moment. “Could I have a water, please? Uh, preferably bottled?”

“Sorry, sweetie. The bar’s got a hundred-dollar minimum.” She winked. “But I’m sure you could ask any of these nice gentlemen here to buy you a drink.” She motioned to the line of men waiting behind me, some of whom had the hollow-eyed stares of substance abusers; others looked at me with thirsty, calculating expressions – and unnaturally colored features.

“N-Never mind,” I stammered, stumbling away from the bar.

I was hoping to find a side door or a shadowy alcove I could duck into to collect myself, but I instead found myself approaching a roped-off section of velvet-upholstered booths in the back corner. Nestled inside each were a dozen pale-skinned, strange-eyed incubi and succubi, all of whom had at least two sleepy-eyed victims on each arm. When one of the succubi caught me staring and beckoned me over with a seductive finger, I whirled away, head spinning like a dreidel. This underground haven of carnal pleasures wasn’t exactly equal-opportunity; the fae appeared to be doing all the devouring, while their half-lidded human prey milled around like walking hors d’oeuvres.

I, for one, had no interest in becoming someone’s toothpick-speared weenie dog. 

Spinning around in yet another dizzying three-sixty, my eyes finally settled on a second staircase, half-shrouded in a swirling curtain of fog and flashing strobe lights. It seemed as good a place as any to house a curtain dimension; all I had to do was get past the roped-off section of coital reverie.

Rounding my shoulders, I tried to muster the courage to make my way back there. You’ve got this, Talia. Just get to the staircase, and everything will be fine.

I’d taken exactly three steps in that direction when the music scratched to an abrupt stop. 

My spine stiffened as the overhead can lights flickered on, casting the entire club in bright fluorescent light that illuminated even the most sinister, shadowy corners. Shouts and annoyed groans erupted all around me as demon and human alike were forced to stop their lurid activities mid-thrust. And, believe me, those activities were a lot uglier in the garish light of day.

Above the crowd, on the second floor, Sol’s office door was wide open, and he – once more dressed in his fine, three-piece suit – was standing at the railing, peering down at the dance floor. A massive black dog sat at his side, hackles raised, while five suited men stood behind them. Stuffing the rest of my hair beneath my stolen baseball cap, I grabbed a gray t-shirt that had been slung across one of the vacated bar stools and threw it over my corset and purse, keeping my head down the whole time.

When Sol opened his mouth to address the crowd, no one on that dance floor breathed another word.

“Apologies for interrupting your enjoyment,” he called, his deep voice as smooth and sumptuous as whipped butter. “But if you would be so kind as to help us, we’re looking for a young woman with blue hair, about this tall,” he motioned just beneath his shoulder, “who can be positively identified by the glowing tattoo on her ankle.”

My eyes shot to the hem of my skin-tight capris, which barely covered the bottom half of my extremely noticeable, one-of-a-kind, luminescent tattoo.

“She has something very valuable to me on her person, so I would appreciate it if you would please step away from the exits and assist us in finding her.”

Exits?

I gave the massive space a once-over. There didn’t appear to be a single window in the entire building, and the only “exit” I could see was a set of frosted-glass double doors with chains running through the handles. Not exactly fire code-friendly.

Positioning myself behind the tallest creatures in the crowd, I casually sidestepped toward the second staircase I’d spotted in the back corner, my brilliant, short-term goal being to hide in the shadows beneath the steps until, you know, Sol forgot about me.

Unfortunately, by the time I managed to crab-shuffle all the way over there, another couple was already using the space to round third base.

“Get a room, you two!” I hissed, eliciting a set of startled yelps.

The chick scrambled to her feet while the dude quickly zipped up his exposed fly. Both shot me filthy looks as they ducked out of their hiding spot and made their way toward the bar.

Settling into the far corner, safe from the overhead lights and Sol’s looming gaze, I tucked my knees to my chest.

Another man’s voice had just started blaring from the speakers, barking out instructions. “Whoever finds the girl and brings her to us unharmed will have a free bar tab all night – fine champagnes included!”

A cheer erupted in the crowd.

Hunching my shoulders, I squeezed even further beneath the steps as hundreds of magical and mundane people alike began milling around the rest of the nightclub, looking for the blue-haired ticket that would score them all-you-can-drink Dom Pérignon for the evening.

“Biscuit,” I whispered, tapping his tattoo gently.

In a flash, he appeared on my arm, perched on one foot with a surly, “What the hell is going on out here?” expression. 

I chewed on a trembling lip. “Things aren’t looking so good, buddy.”

“Raa?”

“Zayn is trapped somewhere between two realms. There’s a horde of people looking for us. Sol’s gonna enslave me once he finds us, if he doesn’t kill me first... And I have no idea what to do.”

Biscuit’s tail feathers drooped in despair – they’d grown so long, they nearly brushed the floor eight inches below. 

“You have to get out of here,” I hissed, peering between the steps. “Look – the front doors are over there. Just lay low until they eventually open them, then fly straight to my mom’s house.” 

Mom.

My chest constricted at the memory of our abrupt goodbye that morning; she’d begged me to stay, and I’d refused. And now, after the stunt I’d just pulled in Sol’s office, there was no way he was going to let me see her. For all I knew, I’d never see the light of day again.

“Anyway,” I wiped my nose on my stolen shirt sleeve, “you’ll be safe there. Plus, when she’s not losing her mind over my disappearance, she’ll give you lots of marzipan and head scratches. Okay?” 

Biscuit rolled his eyes, reminding me of a churlish preteen. A crisp, snarky image of him trying to waddle across the dance floor among a stampede of giant boots and stilettos poked at my brain.

“I’m such an idiot,” I whispered, feeling a sharp twinge of guilt. “We haven’t finished your tattoo...which means you still can’t fly.”

Shaking his head, he extended his baby chicken wings, which only had a smattering of green, blue, and yellow feathers at the very tips. Before I could open my mouth with another half-baked plan to set him free, he pushed a second image in my head: him, sitting firmly on my shoulder – right where he wanted me to know he would always stay.

“I’ll never leave you, either,” I sniffled, kissing the sprout of feathers at the top of his head. “I just can’t bear the thought of you getting hurt again.”

“Luvyu!” he cooed against my cheek.

“Oh my God, your first words!” I whispered excitedly. “If only—” The words stuck to the back of my throat.

If only Zayn were here.

A silhouette crossed the floor just inches from my feet, so I shrank further into the shadows, hugging my body as tightly as I could. A floating metal step was pressing painfully into the back of my neck, but I didn’t dare stretch out again.

I glanced down to check on Biscuit, who was swaying on my arm gently. His eyes were closed, almost as though he were sleeping. 

“Hey,” I started, then trailed off, blinking in surprise. It must have been a trick of the shadows, because for the briefest moment, it looked as though he was flickering in and out of existence. “Biscuit?”

He didn’t answer. 

I was just about to poke him when his eyes fluttered open. At the same time, a vision popped into my head, clear as day: Zayn, leaning against a formless wall, his feet splayed out in front of him on a nonexistent floor. There was darkness all around, as though he were sitting at the bottom of a hole, but I could still somehow make out his features, tight and weary.

“Oh my God,” I whispered. “Is this... Is this a memory? Or is it—”

Biscuit let out a startled squawk a split second before a hand reached down and grabbed me by the collar of my stolen t-shirt.

It belonged to an icy-eyed, blond-haired incubus whose features were pulled taut with annoyance.

“Soren!” I gasped, clenching his wrist in two hands as he hauled me to my feet. “What brings you to this part of the nightclub?”

“She’s here,” he called as he dragged me from underneath the steps. “Everyone, go back to your business. The next round of drinks is on me.”

A cheer unlike any other I’d heard that night erupted from the crowd as the horrible music started back up.

“Wait – Biscuit!” I cried. He was still on the ground, waddling after me like a baby duck. “Let go of me!” I yelled, kneeing Soren squarely in the family jewels.

He let out a pained grunt as I spun free, diving to the ground to scoop Biscuit into my arms. “Go home!” I whispered frantically. “Hurry!” 

For once, he actually listened, disappearing in a bright flash of light a split second before another hand reached down to yank me roughly to my feet.

“Hello again, my little blue jay.”
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Illuminated by flashing strobe lights, Sol’s wide smile was serene, ethereal, and positively diabolical. “I’m not angry with you, Zaffre,” he murmured, though the dark veins beneath his eyes told a different story. “I’m angry with myself. I should have known better than to trust you to keep your word.”

His shaggy black wolf-dog bared its sharpened canines at me.

“Can we talk about this?” I whimpered, working to pry his steel fingers from my wrist.

“Which part? Your broken promise, or my ruptured ear drum?”

“I didn’t know that would happen!”

Sol’s icy-blue eyes flashed as his grip tightened around my wrist.

“And I didn’t plan on breaking my promise!” I shouted as the music started back up. “I just hate needles. And being enslaved. You get that, right?”

“Lorenzo, Sy, bind her.”

Before I could even process his last sentence, one of Sol’s men grabbed me roughly by the wrists, promptly cuffing my hands behind my back, while another duct-taped my mouth shut.

Eyes bulging in indignation, I yelled a string of R-rated, unflattering curses relating to their mothers. Sadly, all they heard were muffled grunts.

Sol sighed as he took in my squirming, wild-eyed rage. “Come.”

Leaving his son to dole out free drinks while tending to his tender giblets, he led me by my elbow across the dance floor like a misbehaving child. The crowd parted for Sol and his bodyguards like the Red Sea, though no one appeared to have the courage to look him in the eye as we passed.

Once I’d been shoved and jostled into the one corner of the club I hadn’t inspected yet, we were greeted by no less than six men – all clad in matching dark suits, sunglasses, and earpieces. They were standing in front of an unremarkable black door labeled Electrical Room.

“Sir,” one of them nodded. I could see several of his many tattoos peeking out from underneath his collar. “My apologies, I didn’t know you would be accessing the vault a second time today.”

Wait, what?

At the snap of his fingers, Sol’s dog incarnate disappeared in a poof of black smoke. “Indeed, Fabian, this is an unscheduled visit.”

The man scrawled something into a clipboard, nodding. “Understood. I’ll just need the updated anti-boggart code.”

“Epsilon delta gamma twelve.”

“Thank you, sir. And how many to accompany you?” 

“Mavros and the girl.”

Nodding, Fabian opened the door for Sol and stepped aside, joining the rest of the stiff suits.

A terrible combination of longing and dread formed knots in my chest. Is he really taking me to see Zayn?

“Mavros, come,” Sol said. He touched his raven tattoo with his free hand, and the blood incarnate appeared on his shoulder, its silver collar gleaming against the strobe lights. “We won’t be long.” Without loosening his grip on my arm, Sol yanked me inside the “electrical room” and shut the door behind him, plunging us into pitch darkness.

When the lights flicked on a moment later, I had to shield my eyes from the buzzing fluorescent bulbs embedded in the low ceiling. The long, narrow room looked like any other electrical room, with a wall of gray metal panels and various knobs, cords, and switches. The other walls were painted a stark white, the floor tiles were dirty, and the nondescript door at the very back of the room was simply labeled, Storage.

When Sol finally let go of my arm, I could feel my heartbeat throbbing beneath the newly-bruised skin. It took everything I had to square my shoulders and meet his steely gaze despite the terror coursing through my veins.

This can’t be the vault, I thought, horror mounting in my chest. Why did he bring me here? Is he going to kill me?

His monstrous black raven still perched on his shoulder, Sol studied me for a long minute, all prior traces of blood absent from his flawless face. Even at this short distance, in this bright light, I couldn’t tell how old he was. Nor could I tell what he was thinking, or what he was planning to do with me in this tiny, closed-off room. He was as cold and unreadable as stone.

Silence stretched between us – stifling, unnerving, and full of infinite, terrible possibilities.

Finally, he sighed. “Given your breach of our agreement, I had planned to bring you down here to witness the agony I had every intention of inflicting upon your ex-lover.”

“No!” I tried to cry, though my voice sounded more like a muffled shriek. And then I immediately stiffened in shock. Wait...this is the vault?

He leaned in close, pitching his voice lower. “I confess I have a temper, as you’ve already caught a glimpse of.”

Bullshit. My mother had a “temper,” and yet – apart from the casual, empty threat here and there – she’d never kill her kid in cold blood like he had done to Saxon.

“But as I approach my three-hundredth earth year, I find time and wisdom are smoothing out my...rougher edges.”

Three hundred? I gaped at his utterly smooth face in disbelief. 

“Now that I’ve had a moment to collect myself,” he continued, “I can clearly see that threats and punishments won’t work on a creature like you. You’ve already informed me that you’re stubborn, and I have no doubt that you are. You’ve willingly put yourself in danger to protect the man you care for – despite the lies he’s told you – so you are undoubtedly loyal, perhaps to a fault. And you are the daughter of a banshee, which makes you highly intuitive and perceptive... Would you agree with my assessment?”

I glared at him.

Sol chuckled. “I’ll take that as a yes. Therefore, I’d like to propose a new arrangement, if you’d be willing to consider it?”

I arched an incredulous eyebrow. The only thing I was considering was swiftly kicking him in the nuts so I could search for Zayn.

No. Not “Zayn,” the unwelcome thought slithered between my ears. Zæynek al’Bâramahd...the stranger I barely knew.

Sol straightened his back, clasping his hands behind him. “Perhaps you are wondering why I brought you here instead of keeping the vault’s location a secret. The answer is simple: You would have been relentless in your pursuit of finding it yourself, and this building is full of dangerous portals that would have brought you – and your capabilities – to certain demise. Now that you know where it is, I hope you will take my next warning very seriously: Do not wander around this domicile unattended. Beyond the iniquities of the club itself, you could easily end up in the hands of ravenous sirens...or far worse.”

As he turned and made his way toward the door marked Storage, I stared at his back in disbelief. It wasn’t just his comment about dangerous portals; I’d had boyfriends who in six months hadn’t managed to figure out half as much about me as Sol had deciphered in six minutes.

“Now that you know where the vault is, I’m going to put your overly-curious mind at ease: You will not be able to access it. No one can, apart from me, though dozens of other mages, far more talented than you, have tried.”

From behind his broad shoulders, I couldn’t see what he was doing. By the time I stumbled over to the door, he had already unlocked it, swinging it open for me to see inside. Heart racing a hundred miles an hour, I peered around his shoulder, expecting to see...well, pretty much anything other than a dingy closet, full of mildewed boxes and piles of dirty rags.

Liar! I rounded on him.

“Oh, I assure you, he is there – though you cannot see or reach him. By all means, see for yourself so we do not have to trouble ourselves with this topic in the future.”

Feeling both dejected and sick to my stomach, I took a tentative step around him, then minced into the closet. A rush of cold spread over my body, much like plunging into a frigid ocean. Biscuit’s tattoo tingled – every part of my body was tingling, really – but I couldn’t see Zayn. All I could see was a filthy closet with musty air and a pile of rat droppings in the corner.

“You stand less than an arm’s-length from him,” Sol said softly, absentmindedly stroking the back of his raven, who was sharp-eyed and stone-still. “But he doesn’t even know we’re here. See for yourself.”

Reality flickered for the briefest moment, like an old television set caught between channels. All at once, there he was, sitting on the ground, head resting between his knees.

“Zayn!” I tried to scream as I reached for him.

He whipped his head in my direction.

In the blink of an eye, a pile of dirty rags once again took his place.

When I whirled back around to stare at Sol, tears of pain and fury stung my eyes. I wanted to scream at him. Pummel him with my fists. Scratch my nails across his perfect face.

But none of that would have done any good. The fae was as old and enduring as a redwood. I’d been a fool to believe I could escape him when Zayn’s entire family, their entire kingdom, could not.

As Sol lifted a hand to brush a lock of platinum-silver hair from his eyes, the massive diamonds on his jacket cuffs gleamed beneath the drab fluorescent lights. 

“Here is my new proposal,” he said softly, those pale, piercing eyes boring straight through my soul. “Moving forward, I will be completely transparent with you. I won’t allow a single needle to touch your skin, save for that of my claim – and truly, that’s just as much for your protection, as it marks my territory from those who would otherwise covet or harm it. You will temporarily apprentice alongside Korinne, learning the craft of a Runemaster, as your blood befits.” 

I must have made a puzzled face, because he laughed. “I do not have to ask you about your skill. I already know that you possess great aptitude, not only because you’ve been training under the most talented mage of the last century, but because you also somehow managed to free him from a previously-unbreakable bond. Not even Korinne knows how you did it, a fact that troubles her greatly.”

The wheels in my head were spinning furiously, desperately trying to keep up with whatever ruse he must have been concocting. Why the hell would he want me – someone who openly hates his guts – to become a Runemaster?

Seeing my confused expression, he flashed me a tolerant smile. “And now for the part where our arrangement directly benefits you: After having trained under both Zayn and Korinne, you, as my consort, will become the most powerful mage in two realms. Combined with my status, your blood will grant the two of us limitless, indisputable power to rule this world and the next. You will want for nothing. You will have riches beyond your wildest dreams. Free reign to explore the realms to your heart’s delight...with a chaperone, of course. You will also have regular access to your mother, who likewise will never want for anything again. Like you, she will be happy, safe, and cared for. Upon this, you have my word.”

Beneath the doorway of the vault, Sol’s flawless face was cast in half-shadow, half-light. I desperately tried to find any sign of deceit embedded in his expression, but all I found was blithe tranquility. My eyes trailed to the darkened space behind him, where Zayn was simultaneously three feet and an entire universe away. 

Zayn...I don’t know what to do.

The tears that had been gathering on my lashes began to trickle down my cheeks. 

His past. His name. His world. 

My blood. My lineage. My powers.

He’d kept so much from me, so many secrets that could have prepared me for this.

I thought you trusted me.

“And as for Zayn,” Sol added, making me start, “if you do as you are told and obey my direct orders, I will grant his freedom.”

No. He’s lying...somehow. I took a step backward, until my back pressed against the corner of the room. He has to be.

Sol took a looming step forward, watching me, his captured mouse, with feline intensity. “Upon completion of your Runemaster training, you yourself will place a powerful mem-wipe on the boy. He will then be free to return to his shop, having no memory of you, me, or his previous life of suffering. For the first time in decades, he will be unencumbered by pain and loss... And you, little jay,” he curled a finger beneath my chin, tilting my face to look up at his, “will be happy too. As my consort. My partner. My muse. After leaving the incubus to his numerous dalliances and lovers, you shall bask in a life of power and luxury as my queen. After all, not all are destined for greatness, but I can assure you, your place is here, at my side. Not trapped in some back-alley tattoo parlor.”

My cheeks heated with indignation. For the past two years, my mother had chastised me for the same thing: Why don’t you go back and get your degree? You never paint anymore; you’d be so famous if you sold your artwork! What is this mishegas with tattoos when you could be putting your talent into something so much better?

What she didn’t understand – couldn’t understand – was that I loved my job. I loved that little back-alley shop and all of my clients. And I loved my life...

I loved my life with him.

As Sol cupped my face, gazing deep into my eyes, the Shield Rune on my arm began to tingle. I stole a quick glance at it, my heart sinking when I saw how much the ink had faded since the last time I’d looked.

I immediately understood why.

Zayn told me that runes fade with use, and today, my Shield Rune had been put to good use. Every time Saxon, and now Sol, had tried to use their glamour on me, the Shield Rune had protected me. And every time it protected me, its potency decreased...which meant it wouldn’t last much longer.

Of course. My shoulders sank in both relief and resignation as my brain finally caught up to his words.

That’s why Sol was making this deal with me. He wasn’t going to put a bunch of tattoos on my body, or even punish me for what I’d done, because he didn’t have to. He just had to wait for my Shield Rune to dry up so he could glamour me and make me fall in love with him. At that point, I would do anything he wanted, even without a Dominion Rune. That’s why he wanted me to train with Korinne – to rid himself of his dependency on his other Runemasters. If I learned their skills, I’d be his all-in-one consort, dedicated blood donor, and lovestruck Runemaster.

Sol must have taken my wild-eyed stare as gratitude, because a smile crossed his face. “It is a generous bargain, is it not?”

My arm began to tingle again; this time, the sensation came from Biscuit’s tattoo, not the Shield Rune. And unlike before, the tingle was intensifying to a near-unbearable level of pins and needles, like a glob of Icy Hot had been mixed with peppermint oil, heated, and then slathered against my skin.

Talia. The voice in my head was as clear as a bell. Talia, can you hear me?

My head jerked toward the open vault. 

Zayn?

“I’m going to remove your gag now,” Sol said, patting my head, “because I believe you’re going to be reasonable – for your sake, for his sake, and because it would be incredibly foolish to try and escape when a dozen of my men are standing guard outside. Am I correct in my assumption?”

I nodded faintly, eyes darting back to the closet. 

Zayn! I’m here. I’m standing right here!

After retrieving a small ring of silver keys from his pocket, Sol unlocked the handcuffs. My hands went straight for the tape on my mouth, which I yanked off with a pained gasp.

Zayn? I thought frantically. Are you there? Please, answer me!

Silence.

Had it been my imagination? 

No. I shook my head. No...I know what I heard. 

And what I’d felt – Biscuit’s tattoo was still tingling faintly. I chewed on my lip in vexation. Had he somehow managed to make a connection with Zayn?

Sol tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear, making my stomach do a little flip at his cool touch. “So, little one, what is your choice? Cooperate with me amiably, live a life of luxury, and secure Zæynek’s eventual freedom... Or oppose me, live your life in chains, and condemn him to death?”

“I...um...” 

I glanced at my arm, where the faded Shield Rune was barely visible compared to the other tattoos. I couldn’t even make out all of the lines anymore, which meant I wouldn’t be able to replicate it. How much time did I have left before it disappeared completely? And if – or rather, when – it did eventually fail, would I be able to resist Sol’s glamour? I’d already done it once, with Salen, hadn’t I? Even Zayn, while under the influence of his Dominion Rune, had tried to use his glamour on me. But with a tremendous amount of determination, I was able to snap out of it.

Eventually.

“Well?” Sol’s breath smelled sweet, the musky scent of his cologne reminding me of the expensive brand one of my exes used to wear. How had I not noticed that before?

I rubbed the inside of my prickling arm as I considered my “choice” – not that I had much of one, since things would get extremely ugly, extremely fast if I rejected Sol’s proposal outright. But if Biscuit could find a way to communicate with Zayn, the three of us could figure out a way to escape together. We just needed time.

“Okay.” I held out my hand, which was visibly trembling.

Please, God, give us time.

“Okay...?” Sol prompted.

“Okay...I’ll be good,” I swallowed. “I won’t be stubborn or defiant. And I-I’ll train with Korinne as her apprentice.”

“What else?” he practically growled, his face inches from mine.

“I-I’ll be your...c-consort. In exchange for Zayn’s freedom,” I added quickly, just in case, “and the ability to see my mother whenever I feel like it.”

Sol reached forward to take my hand, which I pulled away at the last second. “About this...claim,” I swallowed, feeling a cold trickle of sweat working its way down the back of my neck. “What does that mean, exactly?”

His eyes darkened almost imperceptibly. “It means you will be mine, and no one else’s. Much like a human male placing a ring on his betrothed’s finger, my mark will announce to the world that you are unobtainable.”

My shoulders relaxed slightly. That’s...not horrible, apart from the needle. Tattoos can always be removed.

“It will be emblazoned on your body in indelible ink,” he added casually, “and will bind you to me until death.”

Fuck. 

I tried to swallow the gigantic, asphyxiating lump that suddenly appeared in my throat, but it was stuck tight.

“Should you violate that vow, and allow another to touch you, the ink will turn to poison in your body, triggering instantaneous death.”

Oh, is that all? 

“That’s one hell of a prenup,” I joked weakly. “Can I have my lawyer look it over first?”

Sol didn’t crack a smile. “Others tend to forgo the contingency clause, but as the future consort of a king, it seems appropriate, does it not?”

“When will it happen? The c-claim, I mean.”

“Korinne has requested seventy-two hours to prepare the ink. But with your help, I am sure the two of you can have it ready by Monday night. Anything else?”

I shook my head, feeling as though I might pass out. Or throw up. Or both.

Sol’s perfect features tightened with impatience. “Are we in agreement or not?”

My eyes darted toward the vault at the same time the phone in my purse started to vibrate. My extrasensory mother, no doubt, calling to see if I was okay.

You just have to stall long enough to find a way to get Zayn and run. You can do this. You have to do this, or you’ll never see either one of them again.

“I...agree,” I whispered.

Sol clasped my hand, sending a zing of electricity racing up my arm. “Then it is done, little one. I’ll send for my guards to bring you to your chambers upstairs. After you are fed and clothed, you will begin training with Korinne immediately. Pay close attention, because she will not be available to you once your brief apprenticeship has finished.”

“Where will she go?” I whispered, not really wanting to know the answer.

Sol turned away from me, clasping the doorknob of the vault.

“Where they all eventually go,” he smiled.

The door slammed shut.
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After we exited the electrical room, Sol entrusted me to three of his bodyguards, who led me across the booming dance floor and toward the farthest staircase. Keeping my head down, I trudged behind them with crossed arms, castigating myself for not finishing my art degree when I’d had the chance. Instead of being held captive at seedy incubus playgrounds, I could have been hanging around bougie art galleries in New York City. Sure, it probably would have been with a Homeless, Anything Helps sign taped to my back, given the rental costs up there, but that was still better than the supernatural shitstorm I’d gotten myself into.

The balls of my feet throbbed along with my eardrums as I traipsed up the stairs, down the second-floor corridor, and into the elevator doors at the end of a long hallway. The second the doors closed behind us, sweet silence befell the elevator.

One of the men stuck a key into the long panel of buttons, turned it, then pressed the number twelve.

“Isn’t this building only two or three stories high?” I asked, trying to remember the outside of the club. I’d only seen the posh building a handful of times, since I generally avoided the massive throngs of tourists in South Beach at all costs. “How is there a twelfth floor?”

“It’s not in this realm,” he answered curtly.

“Lovely,” I muttered as my plunging stomach dutifully informed the rest of my body that we’d begun our swift ascent.

Around the fourth floor mark, a blinding light exploded in the elevator, momentarily bleaching out all detail. I opened my mouth to scream, but by the time my vocal cords had gotten the memo, the lights dissolved back to regular elevator fluorescence. Turning to ask the nearest grunt what the hell had just happened, I abruptly clamped my mouth shut. I’d barely glanced at any of their faces up until that point, which was probably a good thing, since it turned out they were all stomach-twistingly, tongue-tyingly attractive. Not Zayn-attractive – none of the incubi I’d been subjected to could hold a match against his looks, at least not in my opinion – but these three were right up there with the Holy Triumvirate of Christophers: Hemsworth, Pine, and Evans. 

One of them – a honeyed blond fellow who happened to look a lot like the clean-shaven version of Mr. Evans himself – winked when he saw me gawking. I quickly dropped my eyes to the ground.

When the doors slid open again, the four of us stepped out of the elevator and into a long, ornate hallway that made it feel like we’d left Miami for Versailles. The shining cherrywood floors had a cream-colored runner stretching down the middle of the corridor, and the walls had been painted a deep turquoise with hand-painted flourishes of metallic gold peacocks perched on rose gold cherry blossoms. Polished wood arches spaced out the panels, and every ten steps or so, an elegant crystal chandelier dropped from the ceiling, illuminating the way. 

I couldn’t help but admire the delicate, swirling tails of the peacocks as we passed; I also couldn’t help but notice the handful of runes that had been hidden among the embossed feathers.

When we finally reached the end of the hallway, one of Sol’s pretty boys – a slightly more rugged fellow with a cropped beard that gave off serious Hemsworth vibes – retrieved a fancy-looking brass key from a crowded keyring chained to the inside of his jacket and unlocked the door.

“Your quarters,” Wannabe Hemsworth said, gesturing inside.

“Should we...accompany her?” Copycat Evans asked, his blue eyes glinting.

“She’s been claimed.”

“I see no mark.”

“Perhaps you should bring that up with Sol, then, since he’s the one who’ll be staking it.”

Evans blanched at the same time I did.

“Sol’s claiming her?” he eyed me up and down like I was the last, bruised cucumber in the vegetable drawer. “Why?” 

“Because your mother was too busy,” I snapped.

Evans took a menacing step toward me as the third guy – Pine, I’d mentally dubbed him – snatched his arm. “Not this one,” he growled, shoving me into the room. 

The heavy door snapped shut behind me and a second later, its metallic lock clicked into place. Reflexively, I reached for the handle and tried to turn it. Not only was it locked, but there appeared to be no way to unlock it from the inside. 

Abandoning the doorknob with a fresh wave of dread, I turned around, expecting to find myself in the fae version of a Days Inn. Instead, a spacious, circular room with a fifteen-foot ceiling stretched before me. Slipping off my shoes, I couldn’t help but sigh in relief as my toes sank into the plush, soft carpet. The walls had been painted a rich purple, and, like the hallway, hand-painted, metallic murals decorated the walls. But instead of peacocks, these paintings were of beautiful koi and golden-haired mermaids, whose long, delicate flukes trailed weightlessly behind them. My fingers traced the skillful strokes and flourishes on the walls as I approached the king-size canopy bed, which had ornately-carved, varnished cherrywood posts and gauzy curtains that draped across the floor. Three other pieces of matching furniture had been interspersed around the room as well, including a large wardrobe, a quill-topped writing desk, and a full-length mirror. 

I opened the wardrobe to inspect it, letting out a gasp as I peered inside: strappy leather corsets, tiny cut-out dresses, stiletto boots, and an assortment of ropes and chains stared back at me.

Were those meant for me?

Definitely not, I decided, quickly closing it again. Probably belonged to whoever stayed here last.

Nodding resolutely, I yanked off the ugly t-shirt I’d pilfered, then unslung my purse from across my corset-hoisted chest as I made my way to the large bay window. The glass had been barred, but a large cushioned bench underneath the window made it slightly more inviting. After stuffing my purse beneath one of the cushions, I peered between the metal bars, expecting to find a stormy view of South Beach.

Instead, I found jade-tinted skies, an endless emerald ocean, and a cerulean blue sun.

Wide-eyed, I clenched the bars, letting out a pained hiss as I did. Cold-forged iron, I winced, blowing on my blistered palms I looked straight down, careful not to touch the metal. My stomach immediately knotted itself inside out. The weathered black stones of the tower I’d been locked inside stretched a hundred feet to the “ground,” a cliff so high that a heavy cloud of mist obscured the distant shore at the bottom. To the left of my prison, towering obsidian bluffs stretched as far as the eye could see, and frothy green waves crashed against the rocky black shores below. To the right was the undisturbed horizon of glittering ocean – the same ocean I’d fallen into after a group of murderous mermaids persuaded me into jumping off a cliff that looked remarkably similar to the (much higher) cliff I was presently stashed atop.

Rapunzel herself would have needed hair extensions to escape through this window.

A tingle on my arm drew my melancholy scowl toward Biscuit’s image. When I brushed my fingers against it, he appeared on my knee in a colorful flourish of feathers and light.

“Biscuit!” I cried, throwing my arms around him.

“Tal-ya!” he squeaked against the side of my face.

My heart swelled at the sound of my name, his second word to date, but I could kvell about it later. There were far more pressing matters at hand.

“Did you really see Zayn before?” I demanded.

He nodded.

“How?” I practically shouted, making him recoil. “No, no, sorry, I’m not mad at you! I just—Did he talk to you? Is he okay? Is he hurt? What did he do when he saw you?”

Biscuit gazed up at me with wide glassy eyes. “Almond?”

“I—what?” I blustered. “No! No almond. We’re talking about Zayn right now!”

His shoulders slumped in disappointment as my own empty stomach growled like a lion in heat. 

“I get it, Buddy,” I sighed. “But I really need you to focus. Can you please show me what you saw? Did Zayn say anything? Or, you know, give you a message?” 

A dim, fuzzy image began to materialize in my mind, sending my heart racing. I could almost make out Zayn’s tired face peering down at me – or, rather, at Biscuit. But just as Zayn opened his mouth to speak, the vision faded away. 

“Hey, wait! Bring him back!”

Biscuit teetered on my knee unsteadily, his eyelids half-closed. 

I pressed my lips together, trying to keep myself from shouting. “Is it...hard for you? Going back and forth?”

A wave of exhaustion hit me just then, bone-deep and smothering. It was so profound, I nearly toppled off the seat.

“Holy sh—” I blinked, trying to shake away the weary feeling. “Is that... Was that you? Is that how you’re feeling right now?”

He nodded sleepily.

“I’m sorry,” I grimaced, very much wanting to accost him with at least a dozen more questions. Instead, I stroked his head gently as his eyes fluttered into a fully-closed, blissed out state. “Can you at least tell me if he’s okay?”

Biscuit popped one eye open, then puffed out his downy gray chest in what I could only assume was a sigh.

“I’m sorry, I know you’re—”

I’m okay, little friend, Zayn’s voice trickled in my head, snapping my mouth shut. I’m not hurt. Just...broken.

The sound of his voice – albeit distant and strained – brought tears to my eyes. “That’s what he told you? When you saw him earlier?”

Biscuit nodded, then closed his eyes again, tucking one foot beneath his underfloof as he started to doze.

Looking around my new room – more of a gilded cage, really – a flood of questions and worries swirled in my mind. Like, how much time did I have before that door opened again? And, what if Biscuit wasn’t strong enough to carry messages between Zayn and me? With every question, my anxiety mounted. And as my anxiety mounted, the questions got harder and harder to answer – i.e., what the hell was I going to tell my mother?

And then, of course, there was the looming question I couldn’t even bring myself to ask: Even if I managed to find him, and we somehow escaped with our lives...what chance did Zayn and I have of actually ending up together in the end? He was a lust-fueled incubus, a brilliant Runemaster, and the heir to the fae throne. And me – I was an insecure, jealous, overly-fragile art school dropout whose only real value was the gold in my veins. 

I’m not hurt, just broken.

I did know one thing for certain: A world without Zayn wasn’t a world I wanted to live in. Lover, friend, or stranger, it didn’t matter. All that mattered was saving his life. Anything else was just the icing on the cake. 

I’m not hurt, just broken.

Zayn’s words whispered in my mind again and again, my heart aching a little more each time as a heavy shroud of fatigue swept over my body. 

Stifling a sob, I curled up on the cushion, hugging Biscuit against my chest as I drifted into a fitful sleep. 

Broken...
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I awoke to the sound of a gentle knock at the door. After a protracted moment, during which I tried to remember exactly where I was, I jolted upright.

“Biscuit,” I whispered urgently.

He half-opened one cranky eye.

“C’mon, buddy, it’s time to go home.”

He closed his eye again, ignoring me.

The knock sounded a second time.

“Biscuit!” I hissed. “Stop being surly and go home now! Or do you want another Manipulator to try and brainwash you?”

At that, Biscuit’s eyes popped wide open. He disappeared with a muffled chirp just as the lock on the door clicked and the door swung open. Korinne stepped inside, a silver tray in her hands and a dour look on her face. Speckles of dried blood still dotted her cheek – compliments of me, I realized with a wince.

“Um, about earlier—”

“Your lunch,” she said curtly, placing the tray on the writing desk with a loud clatter.

I gingerly rose from my cushion, back aching from my curled-up cat nap, and shuffled toward the tray of oddly-colored food, which included purple-tinted steamed buns, some sort of long-grain black rice, wilted greens that looked like the weed slop Lamswyth had served me the other day, and a mug of steaming red liquid that smelled vaguely fruity.

I bit my lip, glancing between the food and Korinne, who was standing there with her arms crossed.

“It’s not poisoned, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

“I was going to ask if this red stuff was made from strawberries, not poison. But if you’re okay stabbing me with an Epi-Pen—”

“It’s kurmeren tea,” she interjected. “Now, eat. We have a busy afternoon ahead of us.”

Plucking one of the fluffy hot buns from the plate, I nibbled on a tiny piece, let out a small, involuntary moan, then shoved the entire bun in my mouth. It tasted savory, yet sweet – almost like a buttered yam. 

“What is this?” I asked, not bothering to swallow first.

“Yaro root flour. It’s a type of elven sweet bread.”

My eyes widened. “So, you are an elf!”

“Yes.” She regarded me with cold, violet eyes, her dark hair and dewy bronze skin shimmering brilliantly in the fae sunlight. Apart from her pointed ears, her complexion and features reminded me of Zayn’s, but softer.

I reached for the second roll on my plate, then stopped. “Are you hungry?”

“No, thank you.”

“What about Zayn? Has he eaten?”

“No. But Zæynek does not require nourishment as often as you humans do.”

I swallowed thickly. How exactly would he be getting his “nourishment” down there, anyway?

“Then again,” Korinne regarded me thoughtfully, “I suppose calling you ‘human’ is a misnomer. You are a strange combination of human and fae... A rather strident combination, based on your earlier outburst.”

Chagrin heated my cheeks.

“You said your mother is part banshee. What was your father?”

“A changeling, I guess?”

“A changeling is not a type of fae. It is a description of their upbringing.”

“Oh.” My shoulders drooped. “Then...uh, harpy, maybe? Though he only ever looked and acted human.”

Korinne rubbed her temples as though talking to me required an incredible amount of patience. “There are no male harpies. Female harpies mate with human men – and, sometimes, other fae – to reproduce. But their offspring are almost always female.”

“Well, then, I guess he was the ‘almost’ part of ‘almost always.’”

She frowned. “It’s my understanding that all male harpies perish soon after birth... Who was his father?”

“I don’t know!”

“Fine.” She shrugged with apparent indifference. “Eat. We’ll leave shortly.”

I hastily scooped a forkful of black rice into my mouth. It tasted nutty, and slightly bitter. “Leave? Leave for where?”

“A cavern not far from here. There are crystals found in the pools beneath the stalactites that we will need to Extract from before we can create the ink needed for Sol’s claim... Speaking of which,” she rummaged around the pocket of her robes, where she pulled out two silver bangles, “these, I’m afraid, are for you.”

Before I could open my mouth to inquire, she popped the bracelets over my wrists. The metal began to glow as various runes appeared on the outer edges, then quickly faded back to polished silver.

“What the hell?” I sputtered, trying to pull them off. But the metal had shrunk around my wrists, hugging my skin like rigid bands.

“Sol has ordered you to wear these until you are claimed,” Korinne explained matter-of-factly, her eyes flitting to my Shield Rune. “They are for his protection – and, to a lesser extent, mine – to ensure we don’t have another...outburst. Furthermore,” she continued before I could interject, “as we venture out into the realm, these bracelets will ensure you listen to me and don’t do anything foolish before you are safely under Sol’s wing.”

“You mean until I’m safely brainwashed into loving him!”

Korinne’s expression tightened, but she said nothing.

“Fuck Sol and his glamour,” I muttered, clutching the last, dwindling vestiges of the Shield Rune on my arm. “I resisted Salen’s glamour. I can resist his too.”

Wincing, I quickly bit my tongue, since Korinne would probably disclose anything I said to her master – my soon-to-be master, I thought, feeling a sharp stab of worry.

She was indeed watching me closely, but her expression was one of pity, not smugness.

“Are you attracted to women?” she asked abruptly.

“What—no!” I blustered, cheeks heating. “I mean, no offense, but—”

She waved her hand dismissively. “A succubus’s power wouldn’t work as well on a heterosexual female. And Salen herself made her preference for men widely known. She would not have relished using her glamour on you.”

“I—well,” I sputtered, feeling oddly miffed. “I mean, what about Zayn? I find him unfairly attractive, and as far as I know, he prefers women...” I grimaced, trying not to think of the gorgeous brunette who walked out of his office just that morning, then roughly cleared my throat. “Anyway, uh, I was able to snap out of it when he tried to glamour me. Not because he was being creepy or anything,” I added, feeling the need to protect his honor, “but, you know, because Sol’s stupid curse made him.”

Her expression tightened even further as she absentmindedly touched the ugly insect-like mark branded on the side of her neck. “Zæynek is only half incubus. If you think you can resist the allure of a full-blooded, seasoned, three-hundred-year-old incubus, you are painfully mistaken.”

“I...” I gulped, feeling every last drop of blood abruptly draining from my face. “I...hadn’t considered that.”

My figure-it-out-as-I-go “plan” had been predicated almost entirely on the notion that I could somehow resist Sol’s compulsion. But if what Korinne was saying was true – and I had no reason to believe it wasn’t – once my Shield Rune burned out, I would be thoroughly and undoubtedly screwed.

Ugh, I winced, feeling as though the three bites of food in my stomach had curdled. Poor choice of words.

“Regarding your temporary shackles,” Korinne nodded at my wrists, “consider yourself lucky. His first instinct was to assign you a constant sentry of bodyguards. At least this way you’ll have some privacy and freedom to roam about.”

I stared at her with a wide-eyed glare of indignation. “Freedom? How could you—”

“I have no choice,” she cut me off. As if to underscore her words, the Dominion Rune glowed faintly against her skin. “But worry not. As my replacement, you’ll be rid of me soon enough.” 

I opened my mouth to protest, then closed it again. Korinne wasn’t just training her replacement; she was living her final days. She knew it. I knew it. And it was all because of my stupid blood.

I forced down the rest of my meal in awkward silence while Korinne made her way toward the wardrobe, opened the doors, and let out a long sigh. After retrieving a pair of sky-high stilettos and a red tube top, she laid them on the table in front of me.

“Oh, God, please don’t make me wear that.”  

Korinne retrieved the quill from its holder, then withdrew a leather journal from the satchel she carried. Plunking the quill and journal on the table, she muttered, “Page forty-three. Transformation Rune. Draw it on each of the stilettos, then imagine the most comfortable shoes you can think of. For this spell and your gold blood, regular, quick-drying quill ink will do,” she added, plunking a vial of black ink beside them.

After casting her an uncertain glance, I flipped to page forty-three, where a hand-drawn rune and a brief description of ink, stroke order, and application stared back at me. It wasn’t nearly as detailed as Zayn’s grimoire, but the instructions were clear and succinct. With a shaky hand, I reached for the quill, dunked it in the black liquid, and held the feather over the shoes. Droplets of ink splattered across the patent leather.

“What are you doing?” she snapped. “Why are you—stop! It’s a quill, not a screwdriver! Why are you holding it like that?”

“Because I’ve never used a quill before!”

She stared at me like I’d just admitted I was illiterate. “I thought he’d given you training.”

“Yeah, like three days’ worth! Do you have a Sharpie I could borrow?”

“No, I do not have a Sharpie,” she spat out the word like a curse. “How could he let you use such a crude—”

“Alright, forget it!” I interjected. “I think I have one in my purse. Stand by.”

I crossed the room to retrieve my bag from beneath the window seat cushion, winced at the number of missed calls and messages from my mother that I wouldn’t be able to reply to from this realm, then let out a quiet gasp. Resting right beside my trusty Sharpie was Zayn’s pocket-sized tattoo gun and a handful of ink bottles. And inside one of those ink bottles, pearlescent white liquid gleamed in the sunlight.

Delphinium ink.

“Do you have one?” Korinne asked.

“One what...? Oh, y-yeah,” I stammered, shoving the ink to the bottom of my bag. 

My hands shook as I quickly zipped my purse closed, mulling over this new development. If that delphinium ink was indeed real – and it admittedly looked very much like the stuff I’d brewed up the other day – I could use it to tattoo the Counteraction Rune on Korinne’s body and free her from Sol’s curse. But it would have to be done forcibly, which was a tricky subject in and of itself since, unlike Zayn, she hadn’t given me her express permission to do so. And even then, would she relish her newfound freedom? Or immediately rat me out? 

After all, what better way to weasel your way back into your boss’s good graces than to throw the new girl under the bus?

“Zaffre!” Korinne snapped. “Pen, here, now!”

“Coming!”

As I sat back down and uncapped my marker, I did my best to concentrate on the Transformation Runes I was supposed to be drawing, though my thoughts kept returning to the vial of delphinium ink hiding in my purse. With Korinne’s help and freedom, a hundred doors would magically swing open where there were currently none. But I had no guarantee that liberating her would make her a friend, rather than a foe.

And let’s be honest – I wasn’t exactly winning myself any points in the friend department.

“You’re skipping lines,” she barked, making me jump. “This one comes first, from left to right. And then you draw the outer circle in a clockwise motion.”

“Sorry!” I furrowed my brows in concentration as I tried to push the Counteraction Rune from my mind and focus on the Transformation Rune instead.

As for trusting my new mentor, Zayn had cried tears of joy when his curse had finally been lifted. If Korinne wanted her autonomy back half as much as he had, she would do anything to get it – even if it meant helping an annoying, untrained rookie like me pull off an intradimensional prison break. 

I had to bite my lip to keep myself from giggling hysterically. Or hyperventilating. Because yet again, the fate of our very lives depended on a cluster of white flowers and the dubious competence of an art school dropout.

In other words, we were royally screwed.
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XIV. Sin, Salt, and Spelunking
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Once I’d successfully transformed racy tops into fleece hoodies and stilettos into cushy high-top sneakers, I quickly changed into my new clothes, grateful yet terrified for the chance to venture outside. Grateful because I desperately needed to clear my head, and fresh air would be a great way to accomplish that. Terrified, because the last time I ventured out into the Fae Realm, I’d had near-death run-ins with glaistigs and fachans and mermaids (oh my). But Korinne assured me that we weren’t venturing far, and the only fae we’d stumble across might be a knocker or two.

“What’s a knocker?” I asked, grabbing my purse from its hiding spot. I wasn’t about to let the delphinium ink out of my sight. And furthermore, I wasn’t going anywhere in that perilous, oxygen-deficient realm without my inhaler ever again. 

“They’re small and mischievous, like children. Are you ready?”

Slinging my purse across my chest, I nodded, then followed her out of the room. In the hallway, the trio of Chrises – Chrisi? – had swapped out their three-piece suits for more casual attire and were waiting to accompany us outside. Evans was wearing a skin-tight cotton t-shirt and fashionably-tattered jeans that he’d probably paid a grand for. Hemsworth was also in jeans and a tee, and his longish hair had been pulled into a surprisingly sexy man-bun. And Pine had apparently decided to forgo a shirt altogether, because his tee was slung over a glistening, muscular shoulder. 

He flashed me a wink when he noticed me admiring his obnoxiously chiseled body. I dropped my eyes to the ground, refusing to give him the satisfaction.

Instead of going back toward the elevator, Korinne walked us to the very end of the hallway, where there was nothing but a seemingly-empty wall, and pressed her hand against one of the tiny runes placed among that particular peacock’s tail feathers. After a moment, a wooden door shimmered into existence. She swung it open, revealing a hidden stone staircase. The five of us piled inside one by one and descended the dark, winding stairs in silence, until we reached another door at the bottom. When Korinne opened it, the briny smell of the sea immediately greeted my nose. I shielded my eyes as we stepped into bright midday sunlight, peering up at the black tower. It loomed at least thirty stories above our heads, blotting out the sun. Somewhere near the middle, I could make out the barred window of my room – at least, I was pretty sure it was my room, since a third of the windows on that side of the turret had bars on them.

The area surrounding the fortress was totally flat, with ankle-high, cobalt-blue grass that spread all the way to the very edge of the precipice, less than ten feet away. The afternoon sun had burned away much of the mist and fog beneath the bluffs, granting me an unobstructed view of the jagged rocks my body would splatter on, were I to trip over a pebble and plunge to my death.

Ah, yes, fresh air does wonders for clearing one’s head.

A shadow momentarily blocked out the sun, and a massive black raven swooped down from the tower, cawing loudly. The pendant it wore around its neck glinted against the early afternoon sunlight.

“What’s Mavros doing out here?” Hemsworth asked, frowning.

Pine shrugged. “Probably keeping an extra eye on his master’s snack – er, claim.” He grinned at me, and I rolled my eyes.

“Gentlemen.” Korinne turned to address my trio of babysitters. Out here, her beautiful, dewy skin gleamed in the sunlight, and her long hair looked more blue than black. 

Like Zayn’s.

I hugged my chest, trying to smother the sudden pang of longing.

“The cave isn’t far from here, and as you can see, I’ve activated her conduct restraints. We shouldn’t be more than a couple of hours, three at most. I’ll send Mavros if I need assistance.”

Hemsworth glanced down at my glowing bracelets, then nodded. “Sounds good. We’ll head down to check the siren traps in the meantime.”

“Siren traps?”

Ignoring me, the threesome turned to make their way toward the edge of the cliff, with Pine practically skipping ahead. 

“A hundred bucks says I do it this time!”

“Please!” Evans rolled his eyes as he crossed his tanned, muscular arms over his chest. “You’ve tried a dozen times. Face it, dude – you can’t glamour a mermaid!”

“Watch me!”

“Shit, man, I’ll take that bet,” Hemsworth chimed in. “Easiest money I’ll make all week!”

Evans was shaking his head in annoyance. “I’m not jumping in to save your ass if you drown.”

“I hope he doesn’t drown,” Hemsworth snorted. “I wanna watch him try to figure out where to stick it!” At the very edge of the bluff, he made a sharp left, descending down some sort of staircase that, from my vantage, I could only assume existed.

The last thing I heard as Pine’s perfectly-coiffed head bobbed out of sight was, “They have...openings...right?”

“Idiots,” I could have sworn Korinne muttered under her breath.

“Siren traps?” I demanded, turning toward her. “How, and more importantly, why would they want to trap them?”

She was gazing at the sea, a rueful expression on her face. “They set warded traps that capture young mermaids and starve them of both sustenance and light. After a few weeks, they hoist the traps to the surface and inject the weakened mermaids with vampire venom.”

“What?”

“They are then lowered once more to the depths, where the venom will either kill them or complete their transformation into violent, soulless monsters.”

I clapped a hand over my mouth. “But why?”

“Natural sirens – mermaids who have entered their final phase of life before turning to sea foam – have a strong, robust hide that protects them from the deepest, coldest depths of the ocean where they spend their last few decades. However, Sol’s family learned a long time ago that vampire venom will bring about the siren metamorphosis much faster – weeks instead of centuries – and also results in much tougher hide. And because the poor creatures have been sun-starved and sickened, they practically beg for death instead of maiming their captors – as any healthy siren would surely do.”

A wave of bile filled my throat. The siren who saved my life had claimed she’d been cursed. Had she been caught by one of Sol’s snares and somehow escaped? 

Oh, God, I rubbed my throat. If that were the case, it was no wonder she’d been so mistrustful of a land-dweller like me; by that point, she’d been trapped, starved, and poisoned by similar-looking, two-legged creatures. And even then, she’d been nothing but civil – kind, even – in the face of danger.

Mavros cawed loudly from above, flying in wide circles around us like a vulture.

“Come on,” Korinne sighed, shaking her head. 

Trembling with grief and anger, I started to lower myself to the ground so I could take a minute to collect myself. But the bracelets around my wrists heated to a warm glow. Before I knew it, my knees had straightened of their own volition, forcing me to remain standing.

“What the—” I swayed stiffly in my spot, wide-eyed and blustering.

Korinne cast me a brief, pseudo-apologetic look as she brushed past. “No time for breaks.”

I begrudgingly followed her to the other side of the tower – a walk that took nearly ten minutes even at a brisk pace. There, she strode to the very edge of the nearest precipice, then began to descend. Swallowing tightly, I followed her down a steep, stomach-twisting staircase that had been carved directly into the vertical cliff face. When I made the mistake of glancing to my right, I let out a strangled yelp. We were easily a thousand feet above sea level with nary a guardrail in sight. One big gust of wind or homicidal mermaid sea shanty, and I’d be splattered against the jagged rocks a hundred stories below. I backed all the way up against the cliff wall, hugging my body against it as we descended one precipitous step at a time. Korinne, at least thirty steps ahead of me, kept glancing over her shoulder with an impatient expression. The bracelets on my wrists glowed, but I was already going as fast as I could.

“The cavern is just a little farther!” she called, motioning for me to hurry.

I was too busy concentrating on not dying to answer.

After what felt like several hours, but was probably less than one, I finally spotted the bottom of the staircase – a wide, natural stone ledge that overlooked a black sand beach several hundred feet below. Korinne had already disappeared into the side of the cliff – the entrance to the cave, I presumed – so I picked up the pace as much as I dared. When I finally reached the last step, I sank to the ground, knees shaking something fierce. I was never one to be afraid of heights, but having plummeted off the side of a cliff and nearly drowning earlier that week, I’d recently developed a healthy respect for it.

I breathed in deeply, inhaling the heavy, salty air to try to ground myself. To my left, the cavern opening stretched across this section of sheer bluff like a great, toothless maw. To my right, a calm green ocean extended as far as the eye could see. And behind me, several hundred stone steps mocked me, reminding me of the fifty-story climb I’d be forced to do once we’d finished. 

I was mid-groan when a flash of movement caught my eye down below. The three incubi were scrambling across the rocks, making their way toward a small group of mermaids that had just emerged from the water. Garlands of seaweed and shells hung across the mermaids’ pale stomachs and breasts, and their glittering flukes flashed brilliantly in the sun.

At the sight of them, I clapped my hands over my ears. There was no way I was going to let them sing me into an impromptu cliff diving session today.

“Zaffre!” Korinne’s muffled shout directed my attention back to the cave, where she was holding out a lantern for me to take.

I took one last glance at the strange cluster of mermaids and incubi assembling below, biting my lip. Did they know that those men routinely trapped, starved, and killed their sisters? Part of me hoped so, because if what Korinne said was true, those guys deserved a good drowning or two.

I scrambled to my feet and skittered into the cave, where I timidly took one of the two lit lanterns Korinne was holding in each hand. The soft orange light of the flames illuminated the crags and crevices of the damp stone walls before dissolving into pitch black nothingness just ahead, where the cave opened up into a much larger cavern.

Outside, Mavros landed on a large rock and fluttered her oil-like feathers, which appeared almost purple in the sunlight. She didn’t follow us inside, but her presence was palpable.

“Stay close,” Korinne muttered, lifting her robes to make her way into the darkness.

I clung to her back like a turtle shell, wincing at the sound of my footfalls as they echoed against the cave walls. The air was warm and humid, almost like a sauna. Above us, black stalactites hung from the domed ceiling like ten-foot icicles. Drops of liquid trickled down their inverted spires, plunking into a smattering of small pools that dotted the floor of the cave. At first, I thought the light emanating from the puddles was just a reflection, but as we passed by one of the larger ones, I realized that the pools weren’t reflecting our lantern light. They were actually glowing.

“Whoa,” I whispered, reaching down to dip my fingers in the shimmering liquid. 

“Don’t,” Korinne whispered sharply. “These waters are highly acidic.”

“Oh.” I jerked my hand away as I peered through the steam. 

The “puddle” was a lot deeper than I’d expected – at least ten feet down – and the waters were swirling with pink, green, and blue light that reflected against nearby rock formations. I almost didn’t need my lantern. 

“These are springs?”

“Yes. The steam collects on the ceilings, mingles with the minerals in the rock, then drips back down to create the stalactites. We are looking for a stalactite so large, it touches the surface of the spring below it. From that spring, we’ll carefully sift through the sediment at the very bottom to find the denzanite crystals that form there.”

She was still making her way deeper into the cave, so I quickly hobbled around the scintillating acid pools to catch up. “What will we do with the crystals once we find them?”

“We’ll grind them into a fine powder to Extract the binding properties we need.”

“The binding properties we need...” My eyes narrowed. “For Sol to enslave me, you mean.” 

“For him to claim you, yes.”

“Like there’s a difference,” I muttered. 

Korinne whirled around sharply, her abrupt change in demeanor catching me off-guard. “Do not talk to me of enslavement,” she hissed, her nose inches from mine. “Being Sol’s primary consort will be a far cry from being his slave.”

I swallowed, resisting the growing urge to back away. “So, you didn’t choose this life? H-He...forced you? To work for him, I mean?”

She glared at me with such loathing, I actually did take a step backward, nearly falling into one of the smaller springs as I did. “I’m not trying to piss you off, I swear! Until this week, I didn’t even know this world existed, okay? Runes, magic, gold blood – all of this is totally new to me. So, if I sound like an asshole, please just know that my questions come from a place of genuine ignorance.”

The expression on her face softened slightly, though it might have just been the flicker from her lantern. She turned away from me, holding her lamp aloft as she continued her search for the right kind of stalactite.

“So, what I’m gathering,” I continued, stumbling after her, “is that you would rather be anywhere else but here.”

“I cannot complain.”

I frowned. “Was that a things-aren’t-so-bad ‘can’t complain,’ or an I’m-magically-forbidden-from-doing-so ‘can’t complain’?”

She didn’t reply.

Choosing to interpret her silence as the latter, I tried shifting subjects. “Okay, let’s say you didn’t ‘work’ for Sol...what would you be doing instead?”

Still no response.

After an awkward, protracted moment of silence, I sighed. “Look, I’m just trying to get to know—”

“I would be a healer in the Summer Court, as I was long before this...life.” She muttered the last word with more than a hint of disdain.

“You were part of the court?” I gasped. 

“No. I was the queen’s distant cousin, one of the few living Runemasters, and a gifted healer, so I was invited to tend to the court.”

“You knew Zayn before all of this?”

“Yes.”

“Were you friends?”

“No.”

Augh! I gritted my teeth. Getting a complete answer from her was almost as hard as getting one from Zayn.

She must have seen my frustrated expression, because her features really did soften then. “He was just a youngling when I arrived. And very quiet. He kept to himself, only coming to me with the occasional question about herbs and spells.”

“Youngling?” I shook my head, confused. “Are we talking about the same Zayn? Because you can’t be more than a few years older than me.”

“I am one hundred and fifty years old, in Terran years. Not yet middle-aged in elven years.”

My eyes nearly bugged out of my head. “Holy crap! Do you have, like, a special skin care regimen or something?” 

Korinne didn’t reply, but I could practically hear her roll her eyes. 

In the silence that followed, an uncomfortable thought began to form in my mind. “Um...if you’re that old...how old is Zayn, exactly?”

After a short pause, she replied, “I believe he is about forty-five years my junior.”

I stopped in my tracks. “What?”

Korinne glanced over her shoulder, sighing when she saw I’d stopped, frozen in place. “I do not know why that is a surprise to you. Harpies have been known to live to be well over two-hundred years old. Banshees, as well. You yourself only age as rapidly as you do because you choose to live your life beneath the Terran sun.”

I stared at her blankly, too caught off guard to begin to process that remark. “And incubi?” I managed to choke out. “How long do they...?”

“So long as he has a steady stream of victims, an incubus’s stolen life force can preserve him indefinitely – much like vampires, their distant cousins. Before you ask, I do not know if that is the case with your friend, since he is half elf and prudently chooses to starve his baser nature. Now, come.”

I attempted to take slow, deep breaths, trying to shake off yet another Zayn-related bombshell. At this point, I couldn’t even be mad at him. Deep down, I knew he wasn’t a liar or a con artist; there simply hadn’t been an opportunity for him to disclose everything in the brief period of time we’d had together post-gold-blood reveal. I mean, what was he supposed to say? “Hey Dee Dee, could you pass the salt? By the way, Talia, I’m the last surviving member of the royal family and just a smidge older than your mom’s antique china cabinet.”

No, I couldn’t bring myself to be angry. I was just...sad. Because every bombshell and revelation seemed to put that much more distance between the two of us. With time, communication, and a few therapy sessions, I could have gotten used to the fact that he was an incubus or four times my age or heir to the fae throne... 

But all of that combined? 

All combined, I could never even dream of us working out. He was practically a king, for God’s sake – powerful, magical, and wise beyond his many years. Not to mention selfless, generous, and beautiful inside and out. He deserved some gorgeous, brilliant, self-assured elven princess who had the wisdom and life experience to hold his attention. My eyes fell on Korinne’s long, flowing hair, her lush robes, and the graceful way she carried herself, even here, in this dank grotto. 

Maybe what he really needed was someone like her.

As the stalactites and pools grew larger, I pushed that ache deep down as I concentrated on properly raising my sneakered feet and not falling into one of the acid pots. The steady drip, drip, drip of falling water droplets and our echoing footfalls were the only sounds in the cavern as we made our way deeper and deeper into the seemingly endless cavern. By now, the air was so warm and muggy, I could barely breathe. Hanging the lantern from my elbow, I unzipped my purse and began rummaging around it, looking for my inhaler.

“Zaffre,” Korinne called softly.

“What—Augh!” Tripping over a miniature stalagmite, I went sprawling hands-first to the rocky floor, spilling the entire contents of my purse.

Before I could reach out to snatch it, the bottle of delphinium ink rolled across the ground, stopping half an inch from Korinne’s pivoted slipper. My breath hitched in my chest as she reached down to pick it up, opened the cork, and gave the contents a sniff.

“Delphinium extract?” she asked, arching an eyebrow. “What are you doing with this?”

So, it is real? I stifled a gasp. That means—Oh, God.

My split-second of elation was quickly replaced by gut-churning horror. If she knew about that particular, little-known property of delphinium ink that could secure her freedom, the Dominion curse would have her smash it to the ground. Or worse, hand the ink directly over to Sol.

“I, uh, um...” The wheels in my head were spinning furiously, but not a single lie sprang to mind. 

“I suppose this was meant to alter Sol’s blood?”

For a moment, I gaped at her mutely, too afraid to blurt out the wrong thing. Finally, I cleared my throat. “Um, yeah... Yeah. But since he’s got an entire wellspring of gold blood now, it’s become kind of...moot.”

“I see.”

Wordlessly, Korinne began picking up the other bottles of ink that had fallen to the ground. One by one, she uncorked them and sniffed their contents, recorking each without further inspection. “I don’t believe any of these can be used to create harmful or weaponized spells... Does Sol know they are in your possession? He told me Saxon checked your bag.”

“Yes. Definitely.” I lied.

Shrugging her shoulder impassively, she helped me to my feet, then helped me put the bottles back in my purse. “So long as they can’t be used to actively harm him, keep them. I don’t care.” The tattoo on the side of her neck glowed faintly, eliciting an exasperated sigh. “You will need to give me that tattoo machine, however, since you could potentially use it as a weapon. Sorry.”

“But—”

The bracelets on my wrists glowed warmly.

“Fine, whatever,” I muttered, handing it over.

After tucking it away, she glanced at something just past my shoulder. “Look. That stalactite over there is touching the water. Come, dust yourself off. They’ll wonder what’s keeping us.”

As she turned away from me, I had to physically set my jaw back into place. It really was like being trained by some apathetic middle manager who was just counting the minutes till her final clock-out. Except Korinne was counting the minutes to her death...or worse, a lifetime imprisonment inside a void of nothingness.

But that wasn’t important at that very moment. Because she had just confirmed that the ink in my purse was, in fact, genuine delphinium ink. And, like Sol, she had no idea that it could be used as a powerful neutralizer – a powerful neutralizer that was strong enough to counteract Sol’s enslavement. Which meant there was no time to waste. 

I had to free her – now.

My eyes scanned the ground, looking for a stone of the proper size, shape, and density. When I couldn’t find one of those, I grabbed the nearest fist-sized rock, slipping it in the kangaroo pouch of my hoodie as I tip-toed behind Korinne. Kneeling on the ground beside the pool, she’d unstrapped her satchel and was rummaging through it.

“We can’t touch the water,” she was murmuring absentmindedly, “so we’ll have to sift through the sediment using sieving poles...”

Trembling, my hand reached inside my pocket. You can do this! Just one hard thwack, and then you can give her some healing balm or something for the lump...

I swallowed roughly as my clammy fingers clenched the rock, slowly pulling it from its hiding spot.

“Ah, here we are,” she grunted, pulling what appeared to be a stretched-out tennis racket from a satchel that was in no way large enough to be carrying said racket.

“I’m really sorry,” I whispered under my breath, hand raised high above my head.

The bracelet on my wrist began to glow like molten iron.

What the...! I gritted my teeth, doing everything I could to force my arm down. It didn’t budge. Dammit, c’mon! I strained so hard my muscles shook; it was as though an invisible, unbreakable force held my wrist in place. And the harder I fought, the hotter the metal got, until it was burning against my skin.

A loud clatter several yards to our left startled me so badly, I dropped the rock, which landed directly on the toe of my sneaker, eliciting a stream of whispered curses that sounded like a deflating tire.

Korinne’s shoulders stiffened as her head slowly swiveled to the left. “Don’t make a sound,” she whispered, her voice so soft, I could barely hear her. Reaching for her lantern, she put out the flame, then motioned for me to do the same. 

I did as instructed, crouching beside her as quietly as I could in the smothering darkness.

Drip, drip, drip, went the water.

Thud, thud, thud, went my heart.

And then, a few moments later:

“I can smellll youuuu,” went the hoarse, scratchy voice that taunted us from the darkness.
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XV. Knock-Knock
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A long, rippling shadow appeared on the wall to our right, growing larger and larger as the creature drew nearer and nearer. I shrunk closer to Korinne, latching onto her arm as a terrified shiver coursed through my body. It took everything I had to clamp my mouth shut and keep my teeth from chattering. The silhouette had to have been ten feet tall, extending a grasping claw with sharpened nails that were obviously made for maiming and general disemboweling.

Still crouching on the ground, I twisted around to try to find the light from the cave entrance, but it was no use – the mouth had to be at least half a mile away. There was nowhere to run, not without being chased down and tackled to the ground. Or worse, into a steaming pool of acid. 

“I can seeeeeee youuuu,” the creature rasped.

I nearly peed myself right then and there.

“Oh God, we’re gonna die,” I whimpered, wringing Korinne’s velvet sleeve in my hand like a widow’s handkerchief.

Shaking my arm away, she let out an aggravated sigh. “We’re not going to die – Morris! Is that you?”

“Morrisssss?” the hoarse whisper scraped against the rocks, “Who is this Morris you speak of?”

The monstrous shadow drew ever closer, its predatory claws reaching for us.

“Korinne, stop!” I whisper-wailed, close to hysterics. “Why are you antagonizing it?”

She ignored me. “I’m serious, Morris – cut the theatrics!”

“Oh, poo,” a voice muttered, no more than three inches from my left ear.

With a shriek that hailed straight from my banshee roots, I flung myself away from the phantom voice, windmill-flailing into Korinne with the grace of a tap-dancing daddy longlegs. 

“Get off!” she grunted, shoving me aside.

An arm’s length away, a lantern ignited into existence, held aloft by a three-foot-tall, scruffy-bearded, long-schnozzled creature that had globular eyes like a Chihuahua and pointed ears like a fox.

I gaped at him with a mix of alarm and bewilderment. “What the actual f—”

“Greetings!” he beamed, swooping into a bow with a grand flourish. “I am Morris! And who might you be?”

“T—” I started, then quickly bit my tongue. 

Korinne cast me a sideways glance. “This is Zaffre, my new apprentice.” She stood to her feet, dusting the dirt from her robes. “Kindly bother someone else today, Morris. We don’t have time to dawdle.”

“Bother?” he pouted, his thick, bushy eyebrows raising in wounded indignation. “I came not to bother, but to abet! What is it you seek today, fairest Korinne? You need but ask and I’ll—”

“I’ve already found what I need, which you already knew, or you would not be here trying to pilfer it beneath our noses!”

He crinkled his own, warty, bulbous nose in distaste. “The very notion! Who helped you find that vein of kyanite crystals during your last mining endeavor?”

“It certainly wasn’t you!”

“Well,” he pouted, “I would have, if you’d let me.” 

Korinne let out a longsuffering sigh as she re-lit her lantern, set it on the ground, then dipped her elongated sieve into the steaming pool. She swirled it back and forth like a ladle in a cauldron, pulling it out a minute later. A sparkling crystal gleamed from the dripping net.

“Zaffre,” she motioned me over after carefully retrieving the crystal, “your turn. Sift through the sediment at the bottom of the pond until you feel something solid, then gently scoop it up. Perhaps if we find enough denzanite crystals, we might be willing to offer one to Morris...for a fair trade of course.” She eyed him pointedly as she pressed the pole into my palm.

Nodding, I awkwardly rooted around the stalactite pond like a gondola oarsman. How the hell am I going to get that tattoo on her now? I lamented, eyeing the “conduct restraint” on my wrists, the metal now cool to the touch. Underneath, however, my skin still felt hot and inflamed.

Morris had swooped into another little bow. “Whatever your heart desires, my flower, I shall endeavor to proc—”

“Do you have any corbana seeds?”

“Ah. Anything but that.”

“What about sparrowtail shoots?”

“Er...”

Korinne rubbed the bridge of her nose. “What exactly do you have, Morris?”

He balked at her, ears pricking like hackles. “Why, I have a veritable trove of herbal treasures! Bioluminescent lichen, fossilized wendar wood – highly durable for wand-making, as you are no doubt aware – durajellan truffles, amolian beetle extract—”

“How much do you want for the truffles?” Korinne interjected.

“Not just truffles, my rose, but durajellan truffles, found only among the last remaining grove of white-ringed Phoenix trees in the Blœmfontein forests—”

“How much do you want?”

“Hmmm...” He rubbed the side of his nose as though deep in thought. “My cousin had to wrestle these away from a laurel-spotted boar—”

“Morris!”

“Six crystals, a thumb of cannabar powder, and a rhubarb muffin, if you happen to have one on you,” he sniffed primly.

I pulled my sieving pole from the pool, surprised to find not one, but two glittering crystals inside. After shaking out the liquid and sediment as Korinne had done, I reached into the net and carefully retrieved the larger of the two, a completely transparent, quartz-like crystal. It refracted the lantern light into rainbow prisms against the palm of my hand, including a handful of shades to the left of red and to the right of violet that I’d never seen before.

“You have so many colors in this realm,” I muttered, turning the crystal over in my fingers. 

Korinne snatched it from my hand, then turned back to Morris. “I’ll give you one crystal and half a rhubarb muffin.”

“One crystal, a whole muffin, and a kiss from my fair maiden!”

“Done.” Korinne rifled around her bag until she found a foil-wrapped blob. After handing that and the crystal to him, she turned to me. “Zaffre, give Morris his kiss.”

“Me?” I blustered. “Why do I—”

“Because the truffles are for you. They’ll help you relax when it’s time for your tattoo. I can’t have you crying and squirming during the process. The design is highly complex.”

“But—”

Korinne gave me a small push. “Just hurry up and get it over with.” 

“Come, my flower!” Morris had removed his hat and was beckoning to me with puckered lips and a green snaggletooth.

“Fine!” I groaned. “But give her the damn truffles first.”

With a wily grin, the knocker slipped off his leather shoe, rooted around, then retrieved a small velvet pouch.

“Ah, ah, ah!” he taunted as Korinne reached for it. “A kiss for a truffle!”

Grimacing, I leaned down, planted a big, fat kiss on his forehead, then snatched the bag out of his hand.

I expected him to be thoroughly miffed, but when I pulled away, scrubbing my mouth against my sleeve, he had a huge grin on his face.

“My lovely blue rose!” he sighed amorously, returning his pointy hat to his head. “Just wait until the others hear about our passionate tryst!”

I flung the truffles at Korinne, who wasn’t even trying to contain her laughter.

Morris flashed her a crooked, toothy grin. “If you bring Zaffre along with you next week, my brothers and I will bring you all the truffles you can carry!”

The smile abruptly disappeared from her face. “Oh, I...I won’t be back next week.”

The knocker raised an eyebrow, his glee quickly turning to confusion. “Why? Are you traveling?”

“No. I...what I mean to say is, I won’t be back here again. I’m sorry, Morris. This is the last time we’ll see one another.”

“Oh.” After a long moment, he finally muttered, “I...see.” 

He removed his hat and bowed his head, causing her carefully-composed features to waver only slightly. As she turned her face away, he flung his arms around her waist. 

“I will miss you, sweet Korinne,” he sniffed against her robes.

She stiffened, sighed, then gently patted his head. “As I will miss you...my friend.”

My gaze dropped to the ground, jaw clenching. I knew what I had to do.

I just prayed I had enough time to do it.
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Not long after Morris and Korinne said their goodbyes, the two of us left the cave six crystals and a small pouch of truffles richer. Mavros was still there when we emerged, though she flew off shortly after we began our steep ascent, back up the million-and-a-half steps that led to my Rapunzel tower. This time, Korinne jogged well ahead of me, not even bothering to make sure I was following. I would have been grateful, if not for the fact that the farther back I fell, the warmer my bracelets glowed. 

“Fuck me,” I muttered.

Somewhere far below, I heard the echoes of shouts. 

Hazarding a glance over the edge of the cliff, I peered down, ignoring the growing heat in my bangles. Two mermaids, each with bluish-green tails, sat on the rocks while twenty yards out, a human-shaped figure flailed about in the water. Dread pitted in my stomach at the thought of my own near-drowning...until I realized it was one of the three Chrises and immediately felt better. The other two had waded partly into the water from the shore, shouting at their drowning compatriot through cupped hands.

The shackles around my wrists burned hotter.

“Korinne, wait!”

A hundred steps ahead – and still only halfway up the staircase, ugh! – she turned around to regard me.

“I think he’s in trouble!” I shouted, pointing at the figure thrashing in the foamy water. “Does he know how to swim?”

“Yes!” was all she yelled before turning back around. At least the heat of the bracelets dampened some when she realized how far back I’d inadvertently fallen; she probably recalibrated them to take my jelly thighs into account.

I poked Biscuit’s tattoo, and he appeared with a happy chirp, having been cooped up all that time. “Look.” I pointed at the three men below. “Think they need help?”

Biscuit craned his stubby neck to get a better look, his tiny talons digging into my wrist. A moment later, an image of a cross appeared, accompanied by his poorly-whistled rendition of Taps. It wasn’t mournful, but gleeful.

“You little savage!” I grinned.

His cheerful dirge cut off abruptly. Squinting, Biscuit leaned forward as something pink flashed in the water, just a few feet away from the floundering incubus.

“What is that?” I wondered aloud, shielding my eyes from the blue sun.

Gilded One, a voice slithered between my ears, you have returned.

I nearly toppled off the cliff as a pale face and shoulders rose from the water, the mermaid’s piercing gaze locked directly on me. Her pink, iridescent fluke slapped against the waves as she cocked her head, probably trying to come up with a suitably catchy song to lure me to my death. I clapped my hands over my ears at the same time the hapless idiot she’d been trying to drown began frantically swimming toward the shore.

“Biscuit, get out of here!” I cried.

As usual, he ignored me, opting instead to hop on my shoulder so he could get a better look at our impending demise.

I shan’t drown you, the feminine voice chuckled. Have you forgotten me already, Gilded One?

I kept my ears tightly clamped as I peered down at the creature, her black hair flowing and rippling in long, seaweed-like tendrils upon the waves.

Biscuit tugged on my ear, and an image appeared of the creepy-girl-from-The-Ring-looking siren who had saved my life earlier that week.

“No,” I breathed. “It can’t be!”

Indeed, she replied as though she’d actually heard me whisper from five hundred feet up, it was your blood that broke my curse. 

I gaped at Biscuit. “Holy cow, it is her!”

Do you know these foul creatures? I followed the angle of her head to the flailing incubus, who was already halfway to the shore. The other two were yelling and motioning for him to hurry up. I was just about to drown the pretty one.

“No,” I shook my head quickly. “I mean, I know them, but not as friends. Did you know they’ve been setting traps for your—”

Yes. I have spread word to the other queens to teach their subjects how to avoid them. Yet eight of my sisters remain trapped.

“Shit,” I hissed. “Can you free them?”

Yes, but with the curse afflicted upon them, they will perish soon. What may I offer you in exchange for more blood, Gilded One?

“You can call me Talia,” I replied, then flinched as Biscuit bit my ear – hard.

I am Lanmè, Queen of the Eastern Seas.

The bird and I exchanged glances, Biscuit raising his little sprout of feathers in surprise.

As for your blood, you need but name your terms.

“I, well...” The bracelets on my wrists began to burn – badly. Nearly two hundred steps away, Korinne had turned around to glare at me.

I winced as my feet began moving of their own accord. “I’m sorry, Lanmè, I have to go. I’m staying in the tower at the edge of the cliffs. I...don’t know when I’ll be able to see you again.”

As I stiffly made my way up the stairs, my eyes darted over to the shore below, where neither the mermaids nor the Chrises were anywhere to be found.

The edges of her voice hardened. You are kin to those that live in the tower?

“No, no,” I answered quickly. “I’ve been...imprisoned, I guess you could say.”

Anger flashed through my mind as Lanmè cursed in a language I couldn’t understand. Then it is settled. We shall free you, in exchange for four vials of your blood. Are we in agreement, Talia?

My heart skipped a beat, then quickly sank. “As much as I want to take you up on your offer, I can’t leave, and, with all due respect, you can’t exactly hop up on land and save me.”

But you agree – were I to save you, you would bequeath your blood to us?

“Hypothetically, sure.”

Then I shall see you soon, Talia. Watch for the storm.

With that, she dove beneath the water, pink scales glinting in the sunlight. And then she was gone.

Biscuit and I exchanged confused looks. “Do you have any idea what she’s talking about?”

He shook his head no.

I sighed, trying to ignore the burning ache in my legs from this Godforsaken climb. Despite the flutter of hope I felt, I couldn’t dare to believe she would actually come to my rescue. I mean, here I was, with two perfectly good – albeit out of shape – legs, and I could barely make it up this damn cliff. What the hell was a lady with a fish’s tail supposed to do? Flop up the side of the cliff?

No, it was useless. No one was coming to rescue me. I was on my own.

Which meant I was back to square one...if I could survive the grueling trek back to the tower.
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Alas, survive I did, though by the time I made it to the base of the turret – alone, since Biscuit had long ago abandoned me and my tortoise legs – I was drenched in sweat and my thighs had turned to quivering Jell-O. Korinne and the three Chrises were already there, waiting for me. Hemsworth’s jeans were soaked past his knees. Evans, from his head to his water-logged sneakers, was completely drenched. And Pine...well, let’s just say Pine had seen better days.

Collapsing on a nice, soft tuft of blue grass a few feet away from Pine’s shirtless, sprawled-out form, I was already opening my mouth to kvetch when I noticed the cuts and scratches all over his torso. His designer jeans were torn in three places, he had a bloody gash above his right eyebrow, and his face was bruised as though he’d been on the losing end of a bar fight. He was staring at the sky in silent, seething fury while his two cohorts casually leaned against the side of the building.

Korinne said nothing as she approached, her mouth pressed into a thin line as she wordlessly took in his shambolic state of existence.

Tired, sore, and sweaty as I was, I couldn’t help but flash Pine a wicked grin. Serves you right, you siren-hunting tosser. “So... Did you manage to glamour a mermaid?”

He slowly turned his head to look at me, blackened eyes squinting with barely-contained ire. 

“...No.”

Behind him, Hemsworth and Evans were quaking with silent peals of laughter.

“Were you bitten?” Korinne asked quietly, kneeling beside him.

Hemsworth called out, “Only three or four times!”

Pine gritted his teeth but didn’t argue.

Korinne sighed. “Come. I’ll need to clean the wounds quickly. Mermaid venom is highly toxic, particularly for males.”

With Evans and Hemsworth snickering quietly to themselves, Pine groaning in pain, Korinne tsk-ing with disdain, and me whimpering from the quad-burning agony of yet another ascent, the five of us made our way back up Sol’s tower of doom.  

Korinne turned to me after we stopped in front of my door several interminable minutes later. “Go get yourself bathed and cleaned up. We’ll continue your instruction once I’ve taken care of Luther.”

Luther? I snickered quietly. Whatever his name was, the incubus really did look like Chris Pine, and he was about as dumb as a pinecone to boot.

Yep. I’d be sticking with “Pine.”

His cohorts must not have thought much higher of him, because just before the door clicked shut, I could hear Hemsworth muttering to Evans under his breath.

“I guess that’s what you get for trying to fuck a mermaid.”
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XVI. Bath Bombshell
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After stripping off my sweat-soaked clothes, I stood in the middle of my fancy adjoining bathroom, which boasted blue marble floors, walls, and countertops, a crystal chandelier hanging from the high ceiling, and polished gold accents everywhere else – including the toilet flusher. I hugged my body from beside the gaudy clawfoot bathtub as it filled with water and pink-tinted bubbles, trying to avoid my reflection in the bathroom mirror. Purple bruises and gold scratches covered my entire body. My eyes were bloodshot. My cheeks looked hollow. My stomach was slightly caved from the general lack of nutrition and abundance of exercise during the past week.

Grimacing, I turned away from my battered reflection and tentatively stepped into the warm, floral-scented water, sighing as I lowered myself into the bath. My Miami apartment only had a tiny stand-up shower, so this was a brief moment of luxury in an otherwise rotten predicament.

After letting the tub fill completely to the brim – hey, it was Sol’s water bill, not mine – I vigorously lathered the metal bangles on my wrists, doing everything I could to twist or pry them off. 

They didn’t budge.

Groaning in frustration, I smacked my fists against the water, spilling soapy bubbles over the sides of the tub. 

Biscuit’s suds-covered portrait tingled.

“Hey, are you awake?” I asked, tapping it gently.

No answer.

With a sigh, I sank deeper into the water, feeling the tensed muscles in my back and shoulders begin to loosen. While my cellphone played downloaded Black Sabbath songs from the closed toilet lid, I squeezed my eyes shut, doing everything I could to clear my head. Yes, I’d eventually have to figure out how to override my enchanted shackles, tattoo a Counteraction Rune on Korinne, find a way back to Zayn, and then break him out of his pocket dimension prison – all without being killed, claimed, leeched, or maimed.

But for the moment, I was determined to enjoy my bath.

The music was loud, the tub was deep, and the water came all the way up to my chin, enveloping my body in warm tranquility. I leaned my head back and took several deep breaths, trying to relax. As my heart rate began to slow and my tired muscles gradually unwound, my thoughts drifted back to Zayn: from the broken way he’d looked at me right before he was taken, to the tender way he’d cradled my body against his, hours before our worlds fell apart.

How could something that had happened just last night feel so long ago?

My fingers brushed against my mouth as I imagined his soft lips caressing mine. An unexpected twinge of desire ached between my thighs, followed by a sharp pang of guilt. I shouldn’t have been entertaining these kinds of thoughts when the situation was so dire. When Zayn was so far away. When our future was so...desperate. And uncertain. I hugged my body tightly, doing everything I could to focus on what should have been sufficiently-distracting, angry music. Unfortunately, my playlist was doing me no favors at that particular moment, shuffling to one of Ozzy’s softer, more melancholy songs.

I feel unhappy, I feel so sad

I've lost the best friend that I ever had...

We shared the years, we shared each day

In love, together, we found a way...

My eyes popped open. “Seriously?”

Groaning, I ran my hands through my wet hair, trying to focus on the mural directly above me, where gold-embossed pixies and twinkling stars floated in a painted indigo sky. But try as I might to silence my mind, my thoughts trailed back to him.

They always trailed back to him.
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...Back to that Saturday night, almost two years ago to the day.

We’d just finished cleaning and counting the cash after closing up early, and an air of unease hung heavy in the shop. Earlier that evening, as I’d attempted to sidle between a smarmy, intoxicated customer and my tattoo chair, said customer thought it would be a fun idea to reach out and roughly grab my breasts. Zayn was at my station within three seconds of my yelp, but instead of his usual soft-spoken demeanor, he sucker-punched the dude straight to the ground, zero questions asked. The police were called. The creep was arrested. Zayn was let off the hook.

At the time, I’d waved it off and said it was no big deal. But when Zayn approached me over an hour later, I was still visibly shaking.

“Hey... Are you okay?” he asked softly, his clear, green eyes running over my body as though prodding for invisible injuries.

“I’m fine,” I answered, my cracking voice betraying the lie. I cleared my throat, trying again, but no words would come.

“You’re not fine,” he frowned, cupping my chin in his hand.

An unexpected thrill of excitement raced down my spine. He’d never touched me before.

“Let me take you out for a drink,” he murmured. “On me. I feel like it’s the least I can do after what happened today.”

I opened my mouth, then closed it again. A drink? With Zayn?

Nope, no way, José! This is the best damn job you’ll ever get. The last thing you need is Drunk Talia fucking it all up.

“Um...” I started, just as the devil on my shoulder interjected, Oh, c’mon. It’s just one drink. You’re not gonna blurt out anything stupid, because you’re not gonna get drunk. You’re going out, having a nice chat, and then you’re going home.

Going home ALONE, my brain interjected.

Yeah, yeah. Probably. Did you by chance shave your legs this morning? What’s the panty sitch looking like?

As I chewed on my lip, trying to decide which one of my inner voices I was going to listen to, a strange expression flickered across Zayn’s gut-wrenchingly handsome face. At first, I thought it was a glimmer of sadness. Or maybe loneliness. After all, had I ever actually seen him go out with a friend after work?

But as I gazed into his eyes, I could see there was something more there – something urgent. Something hungry. Something...dangerous.

Stop it, I shook my head. Go home. You left a long, ugly trail of failed jobs and relationships back in Brooklyn, all because you got drunk, or did something stupid, or—

“Please?” Zayn asked softly, making my breath hitch. 

I wasn’t imagining it – there was definite, genuine urgency in his voice.

“Okay,” I finally nodded. “Let’s go get a drink. But just one.”

“Just one,” he agreed.

We kept our promise, though the “one drink” turned out to be one entire bottle of wine and a three-course dinner, during which I found myself spilling my guts about my father’s recent death and my mother’s subsequent move to Miami, where I’d aimlessly followed her because I’d dropped out of art school and had nothing better to do. Zayn listened intently, as though the verbal vomit I was spewing was the most interesting thing he’d ever heard. Two hours later, our conversation had lulled into furtive side glances and lingering touches. When the idea of going back to his place was casually brought up, he resisted – albeit half-heartedly.

“It’s late,” he smiled grimly, running a hand through his thick hair. “I should take you home.”

“I know, but...” I bit my lip, and for some reason his eyes noticeably tightened. “I don’t want to go to sleep.”

As his Adam’s apple bobbed, the air between us sizzled with a strange energy that was both terrifying and exhilarating. Nothing we’d spoken about that evening was even remotely sexual; he had been the perfect gentleman, just as he’d been every day for the past four months.

And yet the desire I suddenly felt for him was enough to take my breath away.

“Can I go home...with you?” I finally mustered the courage to whisper.

Zayn was gripping the table so hard, his knuckles had turned white.

I swallowed tightly. “Please?”

Zayn didn’t bother waiting for the check; he slapped $200 on the table, grabbed my hand, and all but dragged me out the door. 

Not that I was protesting.

By the time we arrived at his posh apartment, we were tearing each other’s clothes off even before the front door had closed behind us.

“Please, Talia, let me get you a cab,” he moaned against my mouth. “I’ll—”

“Stop talking!” I growled. Pressing my back against the door to slam it, I grabbed him by the shirt collar and roughly pulled him toward me. He planted his hands on either side of my head, trapping my body against his, and leaned down to kiss me.

The touch of his tongue against mine ignited a searing desire deep within, one I’d never felt for anyone else before. A primal moan tore from my throat as my shy, mild-mannered boss split my blouse open down the front, sending buttons scattering across his tiled floors. 

“Oh, God,” I gasped as he dropped his mouth to the side of my neck, just beneath my ear. His tongue traced across my skin, sending goosebumps cascading down my arms. Beneath my bra, the peaks of my breasts hardened, aching for his touch.

Shoving him off of me, I tore his shirt off, eyes popping when I took in his shirtless form. He was the epitome of masculine beauty. Blue moonlight streamed in from the wall of floor-to-ceiling windows, illuminating his sculpted chest and the deep grooves of his abdominal muscles, which ended in a sharply chiseled V that disappeared beneath his low-slung jeans.

He reached forward and grabbed me, fingers twisted into my hair as he kissed me deeply. An explosion of stars shattered my vision as his tongue rolled over mine. I’d never tasted anything so intoxicating in my life. My body turned to putty as his other hand snaked around my bare torso, fingers digging into the curve of my waist to bring me closer. Our tongues danced across one another’s, each of us moaning against the other’s parted lips. We stumbled through his dark apartment until we reached his bedroom door, where he lifted me up like I was nothing, pressing my bare skin against the cool, polished wood.

Wrapping my legs around him, I arched my back, grinding my pelvis against his hips. A deep sound rumbled from his chest, making my breath hitch. It was the sexiest sound I’d ever heard in my life. His hand slid up my skirt and underneath my thong, clutching my bare ass with a hunger and urgency rivaled only by my own. My hand reached down to fumble for the doorknob. When I finally managed to clasp it, the door swung open and we burst into his room. Without preamble, he threw me on his bed and yanked my skirt past my ankles before climbing on top of me. I was trapped beneath him, clad in only a bra and panties. Every inch of me ached for his touch. 

“Zayn,” I whispered, trembling as I gazed up at him.

Even in the dim moonlight of his bedroom window, I could see his arousal bulging prominently beneath his jeans.

“Talia.” He lowered his mouth to my ear, his voice dropping to a low, husky rumble. “Do you want me to make love to you?”

I nodded, my throat thick with desire.

“Say it,” he rasped, catching my earlobe between his teeth. “Say you want me inside you.”

A small whimper escaped my throat as his hand slid down my stomach, fingertips pausing at the top of my thong. Everywhere he touched me, my skin tingled with desire.

“Please,” I gasped. 

“Please what?”

“Please!” I moaned, writhing beneath his body. His fingers hadn’t moved an inch, yet the thin strip of fabric between my thighs was already soaked with longing. “I need you inside me!”

A low, rumbling growl that was utterly inhuman slipped through his lips and his green eyes gleamed in the moonlight... At least, I assumed it was the moonlight.

His hand slipped beneath my panties and down my center, making me cry out in pleasure. Slick with my arousal, his fingers slid up and down, making my back arch and my eyes water. The pleasure coursing through my body was almost unbearable. He knew exactly how to touch me – better, even, than I knew myself. My hips rocked as his fingers moved faster, sliding in and out in perfect rhythm. My muscles tensed as he brought me to the brink, faster than any man ever had. Just as I opened my mouth to cry out his name, he leaned down and crushed his lips against mine, letting me drink from his well as my thighs tightened and quivered around his dripping fingers.

Barely ten seconds after I’d sunk into his bed, panting in rapturous bliss, Zayn’s eyes glinted wickedly in the darkness.

“Again,” he whispered, catching my lip between his teeth.
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As my own fingers drifted down my stomach, guided by the throbbing heat between my thighs, I was consumed by desire and guilt. Here I was, safe and sound in my warm bath while Zayn was trapped and alone. I bit my lip and let it pop out, my fingers stopping just below my stomach.

“Oh, Zayn,” I whispered, curling my fingers into a fist. I could practically hear him groaning my name against my ear as I came for him that night, again and again.

Talia. 

I couldn’t take it. Fingers trembling with longing, my hand began to move of its own accord. My stomach fluttered, softly at first. As I extended my hand past the apex of my thighs, a hot stab of desire sliced through me. 

Imagining Zayn’s hand instead of my own, I slid my fingers between my legs – slow, tentative strokes that immediately made the muscles of my core coil and clench. Toes curling, my back arched against the bathtub, exposing my hardened nipples to cool air. A soft moan escaped my lips at the memory of Zayn’s tongue gliding down my stomach, down to the place where his nimble fingers were massaging my G-spot from the inside. While his hand worked, his tongue traced up and down my center, igniting my very core.

Talia, he’d murmured between my thighs, I want you to come for me.

My breath quickened then caught as my fingers glided through the wetness, caressing the bundle of nerves he had found so easily.

“Zayn,” I moaned, hot tears pricking at the corners of my eyes.

My hips moved against my hand, the fire in my core burning hotter and hotter as the details from that night came flooding back. The tension built, coiling tighter and tighter—

Talia.

My eyes popped open. 

Zayn’s smoldering irises flashed in front of my vision, two pools of liquid emerald fire.

Talia, I can feel you.

“Zayn!” I cried out, nearly choking on a mouthful of water.

Please, Tal, don’t stop...

A creak sounded from just outside.

I need you.

I whipped my head just in time to see the bathroom door swing open.

“Hello, little jay,” Sol smiled, his own eyes glinting as he leisurely took in my panting, wide-eyed state. “Am I disturbing?”
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XVII. Caught Red-Handed
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I froze like a deer in the headlights, my hand still caught between my thighs. The bath bubbles had all but dissolved by then, leaving only a thin, iridescent layer for me to hide beneath. To make matters worse, Sol didn’t even pretend to avert his eyes. He just stood there, gripping the bathroom door frame as though he was of two minds and hadn’t yet decided which one he would heed. A small black snake coiled around his left forearm, its pink tongue flicking between its fangs.

I tried to wrap my arms around my body, but his piercing gaze penetrated straight to my core. “Wh-What are you doing here?”

His irises shifted from ice to fire. “I could taste you from the hallway.”

Humiliation colored my already-flushed cheeks. I hugged myself tighter, trying to listen for Zayn. Apart from the sound of my heart crashing against my eardrums, there was only silence.

Blinking furiously, I tried to hold back the tears that were gathering in my lashes. At that moment, I was so far out of my depth, I may as well have draped myself in raw meat and stepped into a lion’s den.

Sol tore his eyes away from me just long enough to retrieve the red silk robe hanging on the back of the door. “Here,” he said, extending it in my direction. “Get dressed.” He spoke every syllable with controlled precision, but the tension beneath his words reminded me of a rubber band about to snap.

There was nothing else I could do. So, I stood up – hiding as much of my nakedness as I could – snatched the robe from his hand, and hastily tied it around my waist. Rivulets of water snaked down my bare legs, creating a soapy puddle beneath my feet. Sol took me in from head to toe, his gaze openly lingering on my chest, where the silk clung to my cold, wet skin. The snake coiled around his wrist let out a low hiss.

I trembled in my spot – confused, mortified, and, most of all, frightened.

“Come here,” he said quietly, beckoning me to him. When I hesitated, he inclined his head. “I won’t hurt you, little jay. You have my word.”

Swallowing, I took a cautious step forward, and then another. Sol still hadn’t moved from his spot – arms crossed, with one muscular shoulder leaning against the doorframe. He’d changed out of his three-piece suit since I saw him last, opting instead for designer jeans and a tight-fitting, white cotton shirt, sleeves rolled up to the elbows. Apart from his reptilian accessory, he looked so...human. Well, save for the impossible perfection of his silver coif, his muscular chest that stretched the seams of his shirt to their absolute limits, and his smooth, chiseled face which was, as always, supernaturally beautiful – and yet completely inscrutable.

Three feet separated us. With concentrated mental effort, I stopped where I was, lingering at the foot of the bath.

He straightened his back with an aggrieved sigh, then took two strides to close the gap between us. After whispering a foreign word, the snake on his wrist disappeared with a pop, leaving nothing but a serpentine stamp on his smooth, taut skin. When he raised his hand, I flinched, but he merely reached forward to gently tuck a wet piece of hair behind my ear. 

“We’re going to be together a very long time, Zaffre,” he murmured softly, sending a warm shiver down my spine. “The sooner you can learn to trust me, the better.”

The inside of my forearm began to tingle as he spoke. When I looked down, I had to choke back a sob. The Shield Rune had faded so drastically, I wasn’t sure if a faint shadow of ink remained, or if it was just a trick of my mind, wishing it was still there.

His hand lingered beside my face, fingertips gently tracing my jawline. “Turn around.”

With clenched, shaking fists, I did as I was told and faced the mirror. I watched Sol’s reflection reach for the wooden hairbrush on the counter, position himself behind me, and gently begin to brush the day’s tangles from my wet hair. His touch was light and dexterous, and the sensation of his fingers running through my hair sent goosebumps down my back. I crossed my arms even tighter, digging my nails into my triceps to keep myself from enjoying any part of this. Still, evading his magnetic gaze in the mirror took more effort than I would have liked to admit. 

“Why are you doing this?”

“I own a vineyard not far from here,” he replied, seemingly ignoring my question. “Just over two centuries old, it’s the largest and most fruitful in the realm. But it wasn’t always so. Early on, I was as young and immature as my undeveloped vines. Not only did I pluck the grapes far too early, I rushed my workers through the fermentation process, thirsty for a taste of the sweet nectar of success. But when we finally tapped the first barrels, the end result was bitter and acerbic – closer to vinegar than wine. Such is the taste of coerced lust.” His fingers twined through my hair, parting it into a half dozen segments that he then began to weave into an intricate braid.

I ground my teeth together so hard, pain twinged through my jaw bone. Don’t give in, don’t give in, don’t give in...

“Like so many of my brethren, I likewise took what I wanted, from whom I wanted, whenever I wanted it – and was perpetually disappointed. The fruits of my conquests were unripe, under-developed. I longed for something that could quench my thirst while simultaneously catering to my particular tastes.”

His fingers caressed my scalp, lulling me into a semi-relaxed state. More effective than even the warmth of the bath, his skillful touch made my shoulder blades loosen for the first time in days.

Sighing, my hands dropped to my sides.

Sol glanced at me in the mirror, smiling when he saw my half-lidded bliss. “Over the next century or so, I worked to develop my patience, refine my palate, and hone my skills as a generous lover,” he murmured huskily, sending another slither of warmth through my belly. “During that time, I discovered that freely-given lust is far more potent and headier than that which is compelled.”

His eyes flashed at me in the mirror, while his words pricked at something in my subconscious.

“But you...you’re compelling me right now,” I managed to reply. My voice sounded strained and far away. “Aren’t you?”

He chuckled softly, wrapping my braided hair into a complex knot at the nape of my neck. “A little glamour never hurts, little jay. But it is not the glamour that will ultimately bind your heart to mine; it is the pampering, the courtship. The lavish gifts and attention, the likes of which you’ve never experienced before. As my gilded queen, you’ll be swathed in cosseted bliss, overwrought with the love you feel for me.” He gently pulled the robe from my left shoulder, exposing the dewy skin of my collar bone. “And the energy I draw from you,” he leaned forward, brushing kisses along my shoulder blade, “will be all the more potent and honeyed.”

Heat unfurled in my core as I watched his full lips caress my skin. He pushed the robe off my right shoulder, letting the fabric gather in the crooks of my elbows. The tops of my breasts were completely exposed, the silk scarcely clinging to their hardened tips. Sol’s fingers lightly grazed them as he reached around me to tilt my head, leaving a trail of soft kisses along my neck.

“My sweet little bluebird,” he whispered against my skin, “you have not known pleasure until this day.”

The warmth in my core began to spread, making my body respond in kind: my muscles tensed, my knees began to quiver, and the junction of my thighs buzzed like a live wire. 

“Yes,” he murmured against my ear, his finger tracing my collarbone, the full crests of my breasts. “The energy you exude is exquisite. I can almost taste your golden nectar.”

No. 

The word echoed so softly in my ears, I barely registered it.

“I will not take what is not earned, little jay,” Sol tilted my mouth toward his, “but perhaps you could spare me but a taste...”

No! the voice whispered again. You have to fight him!

I recoiled from the sound, struggling to remember why I needed to. 

Searing desire pulsed deep within me, urging me to let the robe slip away and bare my nakedness to this beautiful, succulent creature. Desperation blurred my vision. The heat coursing through my body was almost unbearable; I was burning alive, desperate to douse the fire that consumed me from the inside out. This was the only way.

Sol was the only way.

When my eyes focused once more, he was standing in front of me, clasping my bare shoulders. His powerful hands worked their way down my arms, leaving prickling pins and needles in their wake.

“Offer your body to me, Zaffre,” he whispered, peeling my robe away.

In that same moment, something on my arm tingled – no, not tingled. Blazed.

Two eyes flashed before my vision, smoldering with green fury that I could feel deep in my soul.

Knees buckling, my arm shot out reflexively, groping at the countertop to catch myself. Sol’s powerful hand clasped my other elbow, holding me upright.

“Zaffre? What is it?”

My name... I shook my head. That voice...

Pulling my robe closed, I turned away from the mirror, meeting Sol’s piercing gaze head on. His irises, such a striking shade of red, were so alluring, like two glittering rubies. I couldn’t turn away. And yet...

It’s all...wrong.

He leaned in closer, his lips inches from mine.

Fight it, Talia! 

Relief shrouded me like a heated blanket on a gray, frigid day. This voice – this deep, soothing tenor – felt so familiar, so right. 

Sol’s lips touched mine, sending a jolt of electricity through my body that made my fingers clench and the hair on my neck stand on end.

No. 

I didn’t want this. Not here... Not him.

A ragged gasp tore from my throat as I staggered backwards, remembering the beautiful emeralds I had come to love so deeply.

Biscuit’s tattoo burned hotter, robbing the heat from Sol’s spell. 

Focus on my voice, Zayn ordered. Stay with me, Talia!

“Zaffre?” Sol’s crimson eyes narrowed. 

Don’t look him in the eye.

Palms sweating, I forced myself to focus on the spot directly between Sol’s brows, avoiding those glowing rubies at all cost.

Repeat after me: I’m overwhelmed by my feelings for you.

I swallowed, unable to speak.

Trust me!

“I’m...overwhelmed,” I finally managed to choke out. “B-Because of my feelings for you!”

Sol’s eyebrow arched. “Overwhelmed?”

Act like you’re going to faint.

“Um, I...I feel so lightheaded,” I whimpered. That part wasn’t hard to fake – I could barely stand upright. After letting myself sink to the cold marble tile, I continued to focus on the deepening furrow between Sol’s brow as he knelt beside me.

Don’t let him know his glamour hasn’t worked. You desperately want him – you’re just feeling unwell.

“God, you’re so handsome!” I blurted out. “I just...I-I want you so badly!”

Sol frowned.

Too much! Rein it back!

“I, uh...” I stammered, “I mean... I want to, er, get physical. With you. I’m just feeling, um, kind of sick.”

“Sick?”

“Y-Yeah. Like I might puke.”

He recoiled slightly.

A sharp knock sounded at the door and I could have sworn Sol’s expression melted into one of relief. “Come!” he barked.

A few moments later, Korinne sidled into the bathroom, looking between the two of us with a mix of concern and confusion. “Should I come back at another time...?”

“No.” Sol quickly stood to his feet. “Give the girl something for her nausea. I appear to have...overwhelmed her.”

Korinne regarded the place where my Shield Rune used to be with a tight expression. “Ah,” was all she said.

“Take her with you to prepare the ink for my claim. And don’t forget to obtain a blood sample,” he said curtly, pushing past her. “I expect an update by morning.”

“Goodbye, my heart!” I called after him, holding my robe closed with one hand as I reached for him longingly with the other.

The door to the apartment slammed shut.

At that moment, I could have sworn I heard Zayn’s quiet laughter echoing in my ears. Even if it was just a figment of my imagination, the sound of it made my heart swell.

When Korinne saw my slaphappy expression, a look of contempt crossed her face. “Get up,” she scowled, yanking me to my feet.

“What’s wrong?”

Still gripping my wrist, her tight gaze fell on the silver bangles. “By the burns on your wrist alone, I thought you had more fight in you than that,” she muttered, almost to herself. “Then again, the runes on these are almost spent.” At that, her expression softened into something resembling pity. “I guess he must have really worked you over.”

“He’s...wonderful,” I replied, keeping my voice as neutral as possible.

Korinne rolled her eyes. “Of course, he is.”

With another, heartier sigh, she wrapped her hands around my wrists, muttering something in a language I couldn’t understand. When the bracelets swung open a moment later, exposing raw, blistered skin underneath, I bit the inside of my cheek to keep the surprise off my face.

She removed the left band, and then the right, examining the runes on the inside. “Recharging these will take hours,” she muttered to herself. I couldn’t exactly hear the next part, but it sounded something like, “Why bother if she’s already glamoured?”

My heart had all but stopped beating at the sight of my unshackled wrists. I was free. And my purse, which had everything I needed to free her, was less than five strides away.

Biscuit...Zayn...if you can hear me, I could really use a helpful rune or two right about now. 

No response. A long moment passed, and then another.

Korinne turned to face me. “Get dressed. Sol’s getting impatient about his claim.”

Nodding mechanically, I turned around and walked slowly toward the wardrobe, mind reeling. How could I possibly overpower a Runemaster? The one and only time I had, it was Zayn, and he was...thoroughly distracted. I glanced over my shoulder as Korinne rifled through her bag of inks and magic, a scowl etched on her face.

Somehow, I had the feeling that trying to distract her with my body wasn’t gonna fly.

A bright light made me whip my head back around. At the sight of Biscuit perched on my arm, I yelped.

“What’s wrong?” Korinne asked.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I hissed at him. “Go home!”

With a pipsqueak-sized battle cry, he leapt off my arm, flapping his half-formed wings to make a clumsy, beak-first-landing on the carpet. After he’d straightened himself out, flashing me what legitimately looked like a diabolical wink, he charged straight at Korinne as fast as his tiny talons would carry him, his gimpy little chicken wings poised for battle.
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XVIII. Port-a-Pantry
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My hands flew to my mouth. “Biscuit, stop!” I screeched through my fingers.

But it was too late. He had already catapulted himself at Korinne’s slippers, clamping his beak onto her big toe with the strength of a spring-loaded mousetrap.

“What the—ow!” she shouted. “Get off of me!”

Talia, now! Zayn’s voice commanded. The fuzzy outline of a rune floated in front of my vision.

Snatching the Sharpie from the desk, I clutched it like a weapon, frozen in my spot. “Where do I draw it?” I hissed at the air.

On something heavy!

“Huh?”

“What is this thing!” Korinne screeched.

As she kicked her blood-spotted slipper in the air, Biscuit deftly hopped onto the other foot, chomping at her toes like a duck-sized dinosaur.

“Alright, that’s it,” she snarled, reaching into her bag of dangers.

For a split second I froze, remembering Biscuit’s smoking pile of ashes after he valiantly protected me from the vampire attack.

He’ll be fine – go!

I bit back a curse. As Korinne’s hand disappeared into her purse, mine moved in tandem. Yanking the cap of the marker off with my teeth and spitting it on the ground, I scrawled the rune Zayn was showing me on top of the writing desk as fast as I could. When I finished, I chewed at an already-torn cuticle on my thumb and squeezed a drop of oozing blood on it.

The rune glowed. 

The table glowed. 

And then the table flew – across the room, where it slammed into Korinne’s face with a horrible, bone-crunching thud.

Both elf and furniture alike toppled to the floor.

Still cursing, I darted across the room, stopping first to check on Biscuit. “Are you hurt?” I demanded, scooping him up between my cupped palms. Yawning, he shook his head no.

I unceremoniously shoved him inside of my robe, where he promptly nuzzled up against my bosom. Breath hitched, I tiptoed over to Korinne.

Hair and limbs splayed across the luxury carpet, she was lying beneath the desk, out cold. A small trickle of blood oozed from her nose.

“What the hell did you two do to her?!” I demanded. “I said ‘help,’ not maim!”

If Zayn bothered to reply, I couldn’t hear him.

Grunting, I hoisted the desk off of her, setting it right-side-up against the wall. Then I slid two fingers beneath her chin, feeling for a pulse. It fluttered just beneath her skin.

“Oh, thank God,” I breathed, sitting back on my haunches.

Hurry. Zayn’s whispered command was so quiet, I could barely hear it. 

“Okay, okay!” 

After snatching my purse from the bed, I dropped to my knees beside Korinne and rooted around for the delphinium ink, triumphantly unsheathing it like a knight’s sword when I found it. Now, all I needed was to get the tattoo machine she’d taken from me.

“Please be in here,” I muttered, hesitantly lifting the edge of her bag to look inside.

An entire cupboard of supplies stared back at me, as though I was peering into an illuminated, hyper-organized kitchen pantry. There was even a full-sized broom leaning against the back corner.

As I gingerly reached inside to feel around, my center of gravity shifted (or maybe the bag itself caused the shift?) and I toppled over – landing inside the pantry. Head reeling, I clambered to my feet, doing a cartoon-like double take at the large burlap “doorway” I’d stumbled inside. The apartment was still right there where I left it, but the pantry-purse stretched out before me like a walk-in closet.

“Holy crap, I’ve gotta get me one of these,” I muttered to no one in particular as I ventured deeper inside. 

Shelves upon shelves of vials, salves, unguents, jars, and books lined the three sturdy walls of the Port-a-Pantry. And while Zayn’s tattoo gun was nowhere to be found, I did find the handheld machine Korinne had been holding in Sol’s office, which had an odd-looking, quill-like needle cartridge already screwed in at the bottom. After snatching that, some cotton rounds, and a bottle of glittering liquid whose contents smelled like tequila, I held my breath, and stepped out of the pantry. 

As soon as my foot crossed the rumpled entryway, another wave of vertigo gripped my stomach and turned it inside out. When the world finally stopped spinning, I pried open my eyes to find that I’d been deposited in an ungainly heap on the ground, right beside Korinne and her enchanted Mary Poppins bag.

I quickly shoved the latter away from me, making sure the flap was fully closed, then carefully pushed the hem of Korinne’s robes aside to expose her ankle and slather it with what I was pretty sure was sanitizing solution – or possibly a sparkling bottle of elven moonshine. Swallowing a heavy lump of dread, I tried not to consider the half-dozen safety and hygiene laws I was breaking as I carefully poured a few drops of white delphinium ink into the un-sanitized needle cartridge.

God, I hope she has some sort of magical antiseptic in that storeroom of hers.

I was just about to start the tattoo machine when an image of “Zany” grabbing me by the throat popped in my head, making me freeze. Sure, Korinne was out cold now. But what would happen when she woke up? Not interested in waiting around to find out, I grabbed the Sharpie and scrawled the Chaining Rune I’d memorized on the back of her calf, smearing it with my blood when I finished.

“Stay!” I muttered, making sure her leg made full contact with the floor while sucking at my knuckle. I was getting seriously tired of picking scabs. “Okay... Where were we?” 

Rubbing my temples, I tried to remember the highly complex rune I’d tattooed on Zayn’s arm Friday morning. But all I could remember were a bunch of jumbled circles and triangles.

Outside the window, pink lightning flickered against a darkening turquoise sky. 

I glanced at the clock on the writing desk, which had just struck seven, and frowned. Wasn’t it bright outside ten minutes ago?

Korinne’s fingers twitched.

“Dammit,” I groaned. “Zayn, if you’re there, I could really use some help right about now!”

No answer.

Biscuit stirred from his cozy spot between my boobs.

I scratched the top of his head gently. “Little dude, if you can help Zayn forge another link, I’d really appreciate it.” 

First opening one eye, and then the other, Biscuit let out a little yawn, shook his head sleepily, and then wriggled himself free from his nice, warm, bosom-y roost. I helped him balance himself on my shoulder, where he squeezed his eyes shut and began to sway, as though in a trance. My chest twinged with pity. If birds could sweat, he would have been drenched from all the energy he was expending.

A moment later, the sound of Zayn’s voice sent a thrill down my spine.

Hey, Tal.

My face immediately broke into a wide grin. “Hello, again, Zæynek... How are you faring?”

I could almost feel his sigh. Better, now that I can hear your voice.

The ache in my heart was enough to bring tears to my eyes.

Here... The Counteraction Tattoo from his forearm fluttered in front of my vision. Though the edges of the rune were dark and hazy, it was clear that the skin beneath it had become sallow and gray.

“Thank you,” I whispered, trying to ignore the fear rising in my chest.

As the needle whirred to life, I pressed it against Korinne’s skin, trying to etch the outer circle as perfectly as I possibly could. The strange hollow quill at the end injected a thick stream of ink beneath her skin, when what I really would have liked was a #10 Round Liner. The narrower the diameter of the needle, the finer and more controlled the stream of ink that flows out of it. But I didn’t exactly have a choice, which meant I’d have to be all the more meticulous with my strokes.

Korinne stirred again when I increased the pressure, then quieted.

After blotting the excess ink from Korinne’s skin with a glitter-soaked cotton round, I moved onto the next circle. “Zayn?” I whispered softly. “Are you okay? Have they hurt you?”

I’m fine. It’s not me I’m worried about at the moment.

His voice was so haggard, I was afraid the strain of talking would sever our tenuous link. So, I remained silent as I pulled Korinne’s skin taut, focusing on every pull with brow-furrowed consternation. Thin, straight lines are every tattoo artist’s worst nightmare. Your hand trembles even slightly, and the line’s permanently jagged. You push too hard, the ink could blow out beneath the epidermis. Push too lightly, and it doesn’t get properly embedded.

And I had to make this tattoo absolutely perfect.

As I worked, the image of the rune flickered in and out of my vision. Beside my ear, Biscuit swayed lightly, his little body quivering.

“Hey,” I murmured. “You two still with me?”

A long moment passed before Zayn replied. Maintaining this link is...demanding.

Korinne’s head lolled from one side to the other as she let out a quiet groan.

My jaw flexed as I gripped the tattoo machine tighter. Zayn and Biscuit were running out of steam, and I was running out of time.

“Let me give you some of my energy.” I bit my lip self-consciously. “You know...like before?” 

Zayn didn’t answer. 

The rune he was projecting flickered again, growing dimmer and dimmer by the second. But I knew if I rushed through the design any faster, I’d ruin everything.

“Here goes nothing,” I sighed, my cheeks already flushing with embarrassment.

Taking a deep breath, I tried to call to mind the same memories from the bathtub, as well as the intense desire the images had brought along with them... But try as I might, I couldn’t hold them. Zayn’s presence – and the flood of relief that came with it – kept pushing my thoughts from the way he made me feel, to a far more dangerous place: the way I felt about him. 

I pressed my lips into a hard line, attention split between the rune I was creating and the feelings I’d been shying away from for much longer than I cared to admit, because their intensity shook me to my core, leaving me vulnerable and frightened. But as heat blossomed in my chest – an energy Zayn not only could feel, but benefit from – I forced myself to embrace the intimacy. The warmth of it. The truth of it. The fear of it.

Whatever it is you’re doing, Zayn whispered softly, I feel it.

As if to underscore his words, the image of the Counteraction Rune was slowly growing stronger and sharper.

“Glad it’s working,” I muttered, simultaneously relieved and chagrined.

I had no words for the emotions that welled deep within me, so I focused on how they made me feel instead. How the sound of his laugh ignited my soul. How my heart sank at the end of every shift, while the thought of seeing him the next morning had me bolting out of bed. How the mere suggestion of a life without him was enough to make my chest constrict in knots.

My feelings for Zayn had evolved far beyond physical attraction. I’d known that for months now. Much like the magical blue sun of the Fae Realm, his presence in my life had added color and warmth where there had only been drabness before. And yet, I couldn’t turn my face to either one without averting my gaze; all at once strange and beautiful and overwhelming, their radiance exposed all the facets of myself that I’d worked so hard to hide over the years. The facets that had become chipped and dull and flat-out ugly with time and grief.

Which made my feelings for him all the more terrifying.

I clenched the tattoo machine tighter to keep my hand from shaking. Whoever said love was a walk in the park was an idiot. Real love is standing butt-naked at the edge of an enchanted fae forest, wanting more than anything to step inside...while at the same time knowing there will be thorns and sharp rocks and poison oak hidden among the beauty and splendor, because love invites pain. But cradling your lover’s dying body in your arms has a way of putting things in perspective, and from the moment Zayn’s eyes miraculously fluttered back open that morning, I knew: If there was anyone in the two worlds I would strip myself bare for, it was him. Shop owner or king, man or fae, mine or shared – if he would have me, I would give myself to him.

The Counteraction Rune floating in front of my vision, bright and clear as a photograph, suddenly blurred.

“Zayn?” I whispered, momentarily lifting the needle from our near-finished rune. “Are you still there?”

Oh, Talia. 

I started at the sound of his voice; it was so strong, I half-expected him to be kneeling beside me.

Why didn’t you tell me sooner?

“Because...” I used my shoulder to wipe a stray tear from my cheek as I put the finishing touches on the final set of squares. “Because...I was afraid.”

Zayn was quiet for a long moment. When he finally spoke, he said the last words I’d ever expected to hear from him:

As was I.

“You? Scared?”

His quiet chuckle made my heart swell. You have no idea.

I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing at the irony. Zayn, the only incubus in existence with a fear of physical intimacy, and I, a wounded human(oid) who shied away from emotional intimacy, had somehow stumbled into each other’s arms. 

No wonder we pushed and pulled at one another like a pair of revolving magnets. Neither one of us wanted to hurt the other. Neither one of us wanted to be hurt.

“Maybe love is worth the hurt,” I whispered softly.

A peal of nearby thunder crashed so loudly, the floor shook.

Biscuit let out a startled shriek at the same time Korinne’s eyes popped open with a ragged gasp. Her amethyst irises trailed first to me, then to Biscuit, and then, finally, to the pearly-white ink I was etching into her skin.

Outside the window, magenta lightning shattered across the sky, illuminating her eyes with an eerie glow that quickly turned to crimson fury. She tried to sit up, but the Chaining Rune on her calf held firm. A string of guttural words flew out of her mouth, and though I couldn’t understand a single one, Zayn evidently did. 

Hurry! he whispered, his voice quickly fading.

As quickly as I could, I finished the rune I’d put on her body without asking, flicked off the tattoo machine I’d taken without permission, and began backing away from her clenched fists, which I’d glued to the floor without consent.

“What...did you...do?” she choked out. 

The rune on her ankle began to glow.

It glowed brighter and brighter, until the surrounding skin grew red and inflamed – as though she’d been branded by a hot iron.

“Augh!” Korinne cried out, her face contorting with agony.

I clapped a hand over my mouth. Even Biscuit turned away, pressing his face against my cheek.

A low moan rumbled from Korinne’s throat as she tilted her head back, writhing against the Chaining Rune with an arched back. As I took a step forward to help, Biscuit’s beak clamped down on my ear.

“Ow! Damnit, I have to do something!”

He shook his head vigorously while I chewed on a ragged cuticle. I would have given anything to hear Zayn’s voice at that moment – preferably reassuring me that this was all completely normal – but, for the moment, at least, our link had been severed.

Korinne’s moans grew into quiet whimpers as the rune on her ankle began to fade. Within a few protracted seconds, all was deathly silent, save for the heavy rain pattering against the window.

Timidly, I took one step forward, and then another. When I was just over an arm’s length away, I crouched beside her, eyes trailing to the side of her neck, where nothing but smooth, bronze skin stared back at me.

Sol’s mark was gone.
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XIX. A Rainy Disposition
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“Korinne?” I touched her arm lightly. “Are you okay?”

Her eyes fluttered open, trailing first to the ceiling, and then to me. “I...” she started, then shook her head. “What did you do to me?”

There was no time for preamble. “What’s Sol’s greatest weakness?”

“The poison from his Aegis Rune,” she answered automatically, then gasped. “How—”

“If you could do anything right now, what would you do?”

Her expression darkened. “Kill Sol and return to my people.”

“Yesssss!” I rubbed my hands together deviously. “That’s what I’m talkin’ about!”

“Y-You freed me?” she whispered hoarsely. “But...But how?”

I waggled the bottle of white ink in my fingers. “One of the little-known properties of delphinium roots.”

By now, her eyes were nearly bulging out of her face. 

“Here,” I pulled the compact out of my purse. “See for yourself.” 

Her fingers trembled as she took it. Upon seeing the empty space on her neck, her face crumpled with relief. 

“You freed me,” she repeated, her voice barely audible over the sound of falling rain.

Nodding, I soaked one of the cotton rounds with sanitizing solution and began scrubbing the Sharpie ink from the back of her leg. “I was so afraid when you found the delphinium ink in my bag – that you would realize what it was and immediately turn it over to Sol. Thank God Zayn had whipped some up before we were captured, because—ungg!”

Korinne threw her arms around me the instant the Chaining Rune vanished. “Thank you so much,” she whispered into my hair. “I’m forever in your debt.”

“It was nothing,” I croaked, patting her back. “And I couldn’t have done it without—”

“Rawk?” Biscuit entreated from my other shoulder. 

Korinne pulled away from me, just enough to cast him a dubious frown. “That scrawny little chicken almost took my toes off.”

A sad blue swirl appeared in my mind as Biscuit hid himself behind my hair.

I patted the top of his head. “He says he’s sorry for that. He was just trying to help... Speaking of which, I’m really sorry about the whole table thing,” I added sheepishly, blotting some of the dried blood from her nose with a fresh cotton round. “When Zayn told me to use that rune, I didn’t know it would knock you out cold.”

Perplexed, she cocked her head. “What do you mean, when Zayn told you?”

“Oh.” I blinked, trying to come up with a simple explanation. “Well...um, Biscuit is our joint familiar. Zayn’s and mine. And somehow – maybe because of that link, I’m not sure – we can sort of hear each other. But Biscuit isn’t full-grown yet, and it takes a lot of energy, so it’s not exactly a reliable connection.”

Korinne was looking at me as though I’d just told her I eat babies for breakfast. “You...share a familiar?”

Biscuit and I nodded.

“And, because of that, you’re telling me you can actually hear Zayn from the vault?”

Another clap of thunder made us both jump.

“Y-Yes,” I nodded, rubbing the goosebumps from my arms. “And listen, I know we barely know each other, and what I’m about to ask is pretty much insane, but—what’s wrong?”

Peering at something just past my shoulder, Korinne’s eyebrows had been creeping higher and higher. “What the...?”

I twisted around to look. The rain was pounding against the window so hard, water was seeping between the glass and the wooden frame, accumulating in a small puddle on the floor. “Oh, the leak?”

With a guttural hiss, Korinne jumped up, yanked me to my feet, then shoved me behind her.

Bewildered, I followed her steely gaze to the growing pool on the floor. At first, I didn’t see a problem, apart from the potential mildew situation.

And then I saw the ripples.

“What the hell?” I frowned as small waves began to appear on the surface of the puddle, as though a massive bass speaker had been cranked all the way up.

“We have to go – now.” She forcefully nudged me toward the door, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the water. Churning and bubbling, it swelled into a six-foot, shimmering column that looked vaguely feminine in shape.

My jaw dropped as the liquid silhouette began to glow.

“Go! Now!” Korinne barked, snatching her bag from the ground as she yanked me by the sleeve of my robe.

She didn’t have to tell me thrice. With one hand cradling Biscuit and the other reaching for my purse, I spun on my heel and bolted after her.

Korinne’s hand was already turning the knob when an ethereal voice called out, “Hello, Talia.”

I whirled around, gasping at the sight of a fully naked woman standing in the middle of the room, whose green-tinted, alabaster skin was as smooth as cream – save for the splashes of iridescent, pink fish scales that hugged the various dips and curves of her body. Her damp, black hair cascaded past her hips, and lightning reflected in her fathomless silver eyes.

My mouth dangled open like a guppy’s. 

“You seem surprised.” The woman’s lips curled into a vaguely predatory smile. “I told you I would come for you.”

Korinne’s grip on my arm turned to steel.

“L-Lanmè?” I sputtered. “You...You actually came?”

“You know this creature?” Korinne hissed.

“Yes...she saved my life. And I saved hers.”

“And so we shall again.” Lanmè’s voice tinkled like a string of bells as she extended a pale hand in my direction. “As promised – your freedom for your blood. Come.”

“You made a deal with a sea nymph?” Korinne whisper-screeched.

Lanmè’s pale lips stretched into a sneer. “I am no nymph, pixie.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa.” I held out my palms in a placating gesture. “Take it down a notch. We’re all friends here, so let’s all just take a deep breath and relax.”

The gills on Lanmè’s neck fluttered open and shut.

“Now,” I squeaked, trying to look anywhere but the set of mermaid nipples – mer-nipples? – just chilling in the middle of the room. “Here’s the deal. My, uh... My friend—” 

Biscuit rolled his eyes as he hopped off my shoulder and waddled toward Korinne.

“—is trapped in Sol’s vault. And I can’t leave here without him,” I added, forcing myself to meet the mermaid’s cold, silvery gaze. “And Korinne, I can’t get to him without your help. I know it’s a lot to ask, and you probably want to bolt for the hills, but—”

“I will help you to the best of my abilities,” she interjected, reaching down to scoop up Biscuit, who immediately started beak-hoisting himself up her sleeve. “But first, we must strengthen the bond between the two of you to get a more consistent method of communication.” She warily regarded the pinfeathered pipsqueak who was intently sidling toward her bag.

“I have not come to help your friends,” Lanmè announced, folding her hands across her scaly bosom. “The deal we forged was between you and I, Gilded One, and no other.”

“I know, I know.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “But how about this? I’ll give you one vial of my blood now, and three more later, if you can help us, uh...” I glanced at Korinne for help.

“Create a distraction while we flee Sol’s demesne?” she offered skeptically, then shot a glare at Biscuit, who was dangling from the sleeve of her robe – upside down, by his claws – trying to snuff around her bag. “Hey, stop!”

I groaned. “Dude, quit it!”

Ignoring me, he gave Korinne a plaintive look. “Ah-mon?”

“Sorry?” 

“He’s asking you for almonds.”

Korinne cast me a puzzled frown before rooting around her pantry-bag. “Uh...let me check.” 

Lanmè regarded me with narrowed eyes. “Fine. Two vials now. And two more after we’ve aided your escape.”

“Deal,” I nodded gratefully. “Thank you so mu...uhh, what’s that?”

Reaching into the puddle at her feet, she pulled out a knife-shaped glob of water, which then solidified into an actual, gleaming, stabby knife. 

I backed away anxiously, bumping into Korinne.

She rolled her eyes as she tossed an almond onto the bed, which Biscuit made a frantic beeline for. “I think we can do better than that,” she muttered, retrieving a syringe from her bag. 

Another fork of lightning cut across the sky outside, making its elongated needle gleam like a serial killer’s weapon in a horror film.

I found myself sidling back toward the naked, dagger-clasping fish-lady.

Now it was Korinne who was rubbing the bridge of her nose in exasperation. “Here,” she rummaged around her bag, retrieving Morris’s baggie of truffles, “chew and swallow half of one of these.”

I regarded the dried brown lumps with apprehension. “These won’t kill me, right? Or send me on a bad trip?”

“No, of course not. They’ll just lull you into a state of relaxation so I can draw your blood without you screaming like a literal banshee.”

“But—”

“Be quiet and eat it! We’re supposed to be in my quarters creating the ink for your claim. If Sol comes back and finds us conspiring with a mermaid—”

“I get it, I get it,” I grumbled, breaking one of the shriveled fungi stalks in half. I chewed it up as fast as I could, then gagged it down. “Ugh! It tastes like dirt!”

“Well, it grew in the dirt.”

Thunder rumbled in the sky.

“My time here is dwindling,” Lanmè rumbled along with it.

Korinne glanced at the watch she’d retrieved from her pocket. “Just give her a few more seconds... Five, four, three, two—”

“Hooooooly shiiit,” I marveled, running my fingers over my silk robe. “My body feels like a cloud.”

Korinne rubbed her hands together. “Excellent. Now sit down.”

“Uh-huh.” I plopped down on the bed, where Biscuit was still jack-hammering at his unshelled almond like a ravenous woodpecker. 

“Hold out your arm.”

I mechanically did as I was told while gazing at the room’s sea-folk-themed murals with renewed interest. “Mermaids have such pretty tails. Oh my God, and Lanmè has the prettiest tail ever-r-r! Have you seen it, Korinne? Lannie, would you show Ko-Ko your tail?”

For some reason, the mermaid queen’s mouth quirked into a smile.

Korinne took my arm in her hands. “So, Talia, tell us about Zayn. How long have you two been seeing one another?”

I flung my head back in exasperation. “Ugh! We’ve been seeing each other every day for two years! Do you know what it’s like to have the lady equivalent of blue balls for two freaking years?” I felt a small pinch in the crook of my arm, then promptly forgot about it. “I mean, every day, my ovaries are like, ‘Hey! Would you jump on that already?’ And every day, Zayn is like, ‘Ughh, Talia, I don’t want to drain you like a leech!’ Like, excuse me, but I’ll be the one to decide whether I want to be leeched or not. And besides, it’s not even like that! It was the stupid Benadryl, not the incubus! ...Stupid, sexy incubus,” I grumbled.

“Here, Lanmè,” Korinne held out two small corked vials of gold liquid. “When and how should we expect your assistance?”

She reached forward to take them. “Approach the cliffs before the sun is at its full crest tomorrow. We will carry out the rest at your signal.”

“Lannie, your abs are on fire,” I marveled, openly checking out her taut, scaly stomach. “I mean, does everyone in this realm just have, like, six-packs of steel?” I poked my own soft stomach. “I mean, I could probably get one too, if donuts didn’t exist. Have you ever eaten a donut, Lannie?”

“Goodbye for now, Gilded One,” she smiled, clasping the vials in her long, slender fingers.

“Wait – is that my blood? When did that happen?”

She and Korinne exchanged amused glances while the latter pressed a bandage on the inside of my elbow. Then, with a clap of thunder and a fork of neon pink lightning, Lanmè sloshed back into a puddle of shimmering water.

We shall see you soon...
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After Korinne stepped in to help me get dressed a few minutes later – I was apparently trying to pull a pair of leather pants over my head – she had me gather all my things, including Biscuit, and duck inside her purse. Which she then inverted on itself, and re-slung across her chest.

Since we were already standing inside her purse-pantry as she did that, I stared at her for a long moment, trying to piece together what had just happened.

“Are we... Are we in an infinite handbag loop?”

She laughed. “No. We’re currently in my actual pantry. The purse itself is just a portal to the pantry. It’s an old elven trick that comes in quite handily.” She nudged me forward. “Come inside. It’s nearly eight o’clock and we have a lot to do before morning.”

Shaking my head, I followed her through the doorway, which used to be the opening to her purse, but was now the entrance into a large bedroom that was at least as nice as mine, if not nicer. A bronze-rubbed candelabra hung from the center of the high ceiling, and a king-size canopy bed rested on a plush burgundy rug in the center of the room. Several other matching pieces of polished furniture had been arranged against the fawn-colored walls, which featured intricate gold-painted murals that were even more stunning than any of the others I’d seen. The only thing missing was a window.

Biscuit and I let out low whistles. “Sol didn’t skimp on the décor budget, did he?”

“It’s important to him that his slaves are chained in comfort,” Korinne replied drily. 

I ran my hand over the beautiful gold flourishes on the nearest wall. An entire forest of embossed trees surrounded her room, with delicate sweeping branches and clusters of exotic plants and flowers – the detail of which, down to the individual leaf, was breathtaking. “This must have taken months,” I murmured.

“Years,” Korinne corrected. “Just over four Terran years, to be exact.”

“How do you—” I let out a soft gasp. “You painted this?”

She nodded.

“And the murals in my room? And in the hallway?”

“I painted them all. It was one of the few freedoms I was granted that I actually relished.”

“Four years...” Even through the thick haze of the happy mushrooms, I felt a sharp pang of sympathy. “How...” I swallowed. “How long have you been trapped here?”

She rubbed the side of her neck tiredly. “Longer than you’ve been alive.”

I stared at her mutely, unable to find the words to reply.

A wan smile crossed her face. “But I am free now, thanks to you.”

“Not while you’re stuck in these walls,” I grimaced, feeling a pang of guilt. “So, what kind of lethal runes and spells do you have hidden on your body to help us ruin this guy?”

Korinne’s expression tightened. “None. Another of Sol’s Runemasters removed all of my offensive runes years ago, leaving just a handful of protective spells... ‘Just to be safe,’” she added with more than a hint of bitterness, “even though I was already enslaved.” 

“Are you serious?” I gasped.

“Yes. Which brings us back to your link with Zayn. If we are to find and free him, we need to strengthen it.” Sighing, she set her bag on a desk that had been scattered with papers, then pulled out a chair for me. “Can you ask your familiar to return home? I think the first thing we need to do is complete his tattoo.”

Before I could open my mouth, he let out an excited tea-kettle whistle right next to my eardrum, then promptly disappeared, re-appearing on my arm in his half-finished ink form. A swirl of sunset-orange and candy-apple red appeared in my mind – the colors he wanted us to add next.

“Have a seat.” Korinne motioned to the chair, then rooted around her pocket. “Here,” she added, handing me another small chunk of truffle. “For your nerves... On that note, can I ask you a question?”

“Sure.” I wrinkled my nose at the crusty brown thing, working up the nerve to swallow it.

“What makes you so terrified of needles?”

“Oh.” I blinked, taken aback. “Um, well...my, uh... My dad. He died of cancer. And um...everything was just made so much worse by the fact that he was constantly poked and prodded by every type of needle under the sun. His last months on earth were spent as a human pin cushion.”

Her face softened. “I’m so sorry, Talia.”

“That’s not even the worst part.” 

I knew I was veering deep into oversharing territory, but the words kept tumbling out nevertheless. Maybe because I’d never admitted this to anyone before – not even Zayn – and part of me worried that I’d never have the chance to say it.

I took a deep breath. “The worst part is that it was all my fault.” 

Korinne raised a perplexed brow, but I barreled on before she could interject. 

“Months before that, when the official prognosis finally came, I...I freaked out. I’d begged him not to leave me. Even though he was the one who was sick, I burdened him with my own fears, because I was too helpless and scared to even consider a life without him. So he continued the treatments, even when the doctors were urging him to go back to the comfort of his own home. He spent his final days at the hospital, hooked up to needles and IVs that made him too sick to move or eat. And all because I was too selfish to let him go.” Scrubbing a hand across my face before a stray tear could escape, I forced my cheeks into a weak smile. “Anyway, I’m sorry. That’s probably way more than you wanted to hear.”

She was quiet for a long moment. “If I had a daughter who loved me as much as you obviously loved him...I’d never want to leave her either. Your father didn’t make his choice out of guilt. He did it because even one more minute with you was worth more to him than anything else in the world.”

I clutched the locket at the base of my throat, overwhelmed by her words. “Do you really think so?”

Korinne nodded. “Beyond a shadow of a doubt. Now eat your truffle.”

I choked it down, grateful for any excuse to change the subject, then busied myself with looking around her room as she gathered an assortment of needle cartridges, sanitizing solutions, and colorful ink vials from the pantry. Like Zayn’s apartment, various tapestries and ceramic pottery, all of which looked vaguely Middle Eastern in style, lined the walls and bookshelves. 

I cleared my throat, still thick with emotion. “Are these decorations from Earth? Or from here?”

She glanced at the glazed bowl I was pointing to as she set an armful of supplies on the desk. “That’s elven-made. My great-grandmother made it for King Saedis’s father six-hundred years ago.” Upon seeing my puzzled expression, she chuckled. “If the style looks familiar to you, it’s because a large colony of Terran elves settled in the Persian Empire about two-and-a-half millennia ago. The two cultures had great influence upon one another, particularly in the arts. I believe some of Zæynek’s family is still there, though their magic has greatly weakened.”

“Because of our sun?”

“Yes. Like you, if they were to return to the Fae Realm, their magic would strengthen significantly. But Earth is their home now, along with its mundane yellow star.”

“Like me...?” I started, then trailed off. By that point, the truffles had kicked in again, and my attention kept returning to the pale blue fabric of my fleece hoodie. “Wow, I really am a cloud,” I murmured in quiet disbelief, sticking my pinky in a small tear where the dark blue corset Sol had given me was showing through.

Korinne’s cough sounded suspiciously like a stifled laugh as she sat in the chair beside me. “What color scheme would you like for Biscuit’s remaining feathers?” she asked, rolling up my sleeve and turning my arm in her hands. “I see you’ve already got the proper runes in place.”

“He wanted you to add lots of orange and red to his tail feathers,” I replied absentmindedly. “Man, I wish I had feathers. It would be so great to fly.” I glanced at the window. “Do you think these truffles will make me fly?”

“Definitely not.”

Sulking, I muttered under my breath, “If I hadn’t transformed stupid Salen into a stupid rat, I could have turned myself into a bird and flown away.”

Korinne raised a bemused eyebrow, then shook her head. “Why don’t you close your eyes for a while and rest? This won’t take long.”

After casting a sideways glance at the menacing needle cartridge she was screwing into her tattoo gun, I quickly squeezed my eyes shut. While the truffles worked their happy magic, I focused on my newfound happy place, where Zayn and I – both sporting rainbow-colored wings – were soaring around Miami. Meanwhile, Biscuit – now fully grown and fledged – was doing dazzling loop-de-loops through the fluffy cotton-candy clouds while Korinne peacefully relaxed on the empty beach below. When her tattoo machine whirred to life, I tried to convince myself the noise was just a passing plane, its smiling inhabitants waving a genial hello at the nice harpies outside.

And thanks to the truffles, I almost believed it.
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XX. Full Bars
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I must have fallen asleep, because when my eyes popped open again, Korinne was shaking my shoulder to rouse me. 

“What time is it?” I yawned.

“Almost nine. Here,” she smiled, handing me a steaming cup of bright green liquid. “This will help clear any residual durajellan fog.”

“Thanks.” I rubbed my eyes with my free hand. “Man, those little mushrooms are potent.” 

“Especially if you aren’t used to them,” she agreed.

After knocking back several gulps of tea, I cast a glance at the mostly-healed tattoo on my arm and nearly dropped my mug.

“Do you like it?” Korinne asked, a hint of shyness in her voice.

All I could do was nod. 

Biscuit’s finished portrait was pure perfection, from his ultramarine-blue wingtips to the swirling ends of his candied-apple tail feathers, and every Terran color in-between – not to mention the handful of fae pigments that served as dazzling highlights. My fingertips brushed against the rainbow flames surrounding him. They practically leapt from my skin. 

“He’s beautiful,” I whispered, my voice catching at the end.

“I’m so glad you think so,” she smiled. “Why don’t you call him to you? I’d like to see if he likes the color scheme before I put my ink away.”

Swallowing, I pressed my fingers against the fresh ink. “Hey, buddy – feel like coming out to say hello?”

A kaleidoscopic flash of light filled the entire room and Biscuit appeared, his magnificent wings unfurling with color so radiant, I had to shield my eyes. His long, sweeping tail feathers cascaded all the way down to the carpet, and the tuft of plumage atop his head was no longer a beansprout, but a magnificent crown. 

Before I could ask him what he thought of his new ensemble, he launched from my arm with a shriek of joy and started doing spinning, hyperactive figure eights around the chandelier.

“I take it he likes it,” Korinne chuckled.

He let out a shrill whistle in response.

As I watched him soar around the room, his streaming tail feathers leaving a glittering contrail of rainbow sparkles in their wake, a strange feeling settled in my chest. Only days ago, he’d been my sweet baby duckling, begging for almond mush with bits of shell still clinging to his velvety down.

My lip began to quiver.

Upon seeing my expression, Korinne’s mouth twisted into concern. “What’s wrong? Did I get his coloring wrong?”

“No, it’s just...” Using the sleeves of my sweatshirt to scrub the tears from my cheeks, I let out a wet sniffle. “They really do grow up so fast!”

“There, there.” She patted my back. “You and Zayn will just have to hurry up and make yourselves another baby!”

Biscuit landed atop Korinne’s armoire with an irritated grunt, his feathers raised like hackles. A rather loud emotion appeared in my head, which roughly translated to, “If you make me a sibling, I’ll eagerly chomp its face right off.”

“Well, aren’t you a spoiled only child?” I rolled my eyes, though I secretly recalled telling my mother and father the same thing. “She was kidding, you dum-dum.”

“Was I?” Korinne waggled her eyebrows playfully.

Ignoring her, I crossed my arms at Biscuit. “And what do we say to Aunt Ko-Ko for giving you all those pretty feathers? Because I’ll have you know, if I’d tried to do that left-handed, you’d have ended up looking like a tie-dyed feather duster.”

“Tenkyu Ko-Ko!” he squawked, then immediately set about preening his brand-new plumage from his tall armoire perch.

When I turned back to thank her myself, she had an odd expression on her face. 

“What’s wrong? Not a fan of ‘Ko-Ko’?”

She cleared her throat. “No, it’s just...I never got to be anyone’s aunt before. I lost my siblings before...well, before I had the chance.”

She hastily rose and began gathering up her supplies before I could come up with a reply.

Mirroring her, I started recorking various ink bottles, eyes darting in her direction as I cleared my throat. “We need to get you and Zayn out of here – preferably after getting revenge on the smarmy bastard who ruined your lives. What do we do first?”

“Make a rough plan, then contact Zayn,” she replied, the edges of her voice hard. “I want you to ask him for the quickest, most lethal rune he knows – one that can rip through Sol’s various shields. I only know a few offensive spells, since my specialty is healing, not assault.” She snatched a different burlap sack from her armoire and began shoving ink bottles and various books inside of it. 

“But you said Sol’s Aegis Rune is his biggest weakness. That’s the ugly one in the center of his chest, right? So, why not just go for that?”

Korinne grabbed a handful of leatherbound books from her shelf and dropped them in her bag. “Because he’ll snap my neck the second I try to touch it.”

I winced. “Point taken. Okay, so what will we do with the murder-y rune? What’s your plan?”

“Grab my riding robes, please – the two sets of black ones.” She pointed at her open armoire, where Biscuit was still busily tidying his feathers. “The plan is simple. Before we do anything, I’ll need you to draw a fake Dominion Rune on my neck so Sol doesn’t realize—”

“With a Sharpie?” I grinned as I started rummaging through the various fine velvet cloaks hanging in her wardrobe.

“Yes, with a Sharpie.” She rolled her eyes. “Anyway, tomorrow morning, I’m going to tell Sol that I need to put the Requisition Rune first on him, and then on you.”

I handed her two long, hooded black robes with silver brooches. “Requisition? For the claim, you mean?”

She nodded. “Except, instead of tattooing his half of the claim, I’m going to kill him.” Her eyes flashed wickedly.

“And if he tells you to put the claim on me first?” I asked, shuddering.

Korinne sighed as she made her way into the pantry. “In that case, I’d have to put a comparable-looking rune on your body, though it obviously wouldn’t be the Requisition Rune. An Obfuscation Rune, perhaps, since it looks relatively similar.”

“And then you’ll kill him?”

Korinne’s features hardened. “And then I’ll kill him.”

My hands went clammy at the thought. As scared as I was of them, I couldn’t even kill a spider (unless it was dangling from my hair, and then I went scorched earth). The thought of killing anyone – even a devious, murderous demon – made my insides twist into knots.

“But what about the vault?” I asked, tugging at a hangnail. “How will we get Zayn out of there if Sol’s, uh...incapacitated?”

“There is an access rune hidden in Sol’s ring,” she called from the cupboard. “But it’s a two-step process involving multiple runes. And I know for a fact that one of his blood incarnates – Mavros, his raven – has something to do with it.”

“Something to do with it?” I frowned.

She stuck her head out of the pantry. “I’ve never actually seen it done,” she admitted. “But I’m certain it involves Sol’s ring and Mavros. He always brings her whenever he accesses the vault, no matter what.”

“Have you been there? What’s it like?”

“I’ve never been inside or even seen it. I’ve only heard...things.”

Hearing a loud scraping sound, I craned my head inside the cupboard and watched her teetering on the very edge of a chair back, reaching for a jar of what appeared to be bright orange chestnuts at the very top of her shelves. Before I could offer to help, she jumped down and landed with the quiet grace of a fox.

“Anyway, after I kill Sol, we’ll steal his ring and the raven—”

“How the hell does one steal another person’s blood incarnate?”

“Your lineage naturally makes you a more gifted Manipulator than even Sol,” she replied breezily, as though that were the most obvious answer in the world. “So, as I was saying, we grab Mavros and the ring and head for the vault. With your blood, I’m sure we can pull off a miracle.”

“A miracle? Oh gee, is that all?” I squeaked, feeling more anxious now than I had earlier. “And the clubgoers? All those guards standing outside the vault? What will we do about them?”

“We’ll need a diversion,” she replied, exiting her pantry with an armful of supplies. “That’s where you come in.” She dumped the materials on the writing desk, rummaged through a colorful pile of baseball-sized, glass objects, then held out two of them – one hot pink, and one neon green. “Here, put these in your purse.”

While she shoved the rest of the glass orbs into her own purse, I held one of them up to my nose to inspect it. Two brown leather buckles criss-crossed on the outside of the glass while pink smoke swirled on the inside. “What are these?”

“That one is a wide-range flash bomb that we’ll use to scatter the crowd. The green one is a powerful sleeper bomb. Here,” she added, retrieving a purple face mask from the pile. The material looked scaly, like siren hide. “You’ll want to be wearing this before we use either one.”

“But—”

“I’ll answer all of your questions, Talia, I promise. For now, can you please try to make contact with Zayn? I need his expertise for the rune I’ll be using.”

I couldn’t help but smile as I looked up at Biscuit, who was shaking out his freshly-preened feathers. “You heard her. Aunt Ko-Ko, the brilliant Runemaster, needs Zayn’s help!”

She rolled her eyes. “Yes, for one rune.”

“Suuuure,” I grinned at Biscuit. “Alright, buddy, you’ve just been upgraded from spotty roaming to full bars. Let’s see how your new and improved 5G cell service works, eh?”

He cocked his head at me in confusion.

“Call Zayn!”

“Raawk!” He shook out his feathers in an exaggerated flourish, then flew down to perch on my arm. But instead of closing his eyes and concentrating as he’d done before, he disappeared with a colorful flash.

“Hey,” I tapped his glowing portrait as heat began to spread across my arm. “What’s going—”

Holy shit, Talia. 

“Aah!” Zayn’s voice was so clear and crisp, I whirled around, half-expecting him to be standing right there. 

I have been listening to you and Korinne talk for the last twenty minutes. It was like you were standing next to me.

“Zayn!” I shrieked. “You could hear us this whole time? Why didn’t you say something?!”

Korinne’s eyes doubled in size. “He’s there? Right now?”

Tell Korinne that I have just the rune she’s looking for. Go get a pen and paper, please.

“W-Wait! First things first!” I sputtered, snatching a pen from my bag. “Are you safe? Have you been able to sleep at all? Have they fed you?”

We’ll Jewish Mother each other later, okay? For now, please draw this for Korinne. As he spoke, lines began to appear in front of my eyes. Make sure she’s watching the stroke order.

“Korinne! Paper!” I gestured wildly. 

She grabbed a pad of paper for me, then hovered over my shoulder as I began to draw the lines Zayn was showing me.

Tell her that this line has to touch the smaller circle before it angles down.

“He says you have to draw this line just like this.” I sketched the triangle exactly as he was showing me.

Korinne nodded. “Understood. And the ink? What about the stroke width?”

Stardust has all the components in it, but she’ll need to add extra Astraceæ powder to it for it to properly ionize. A regular Morningtide needle is fine.

“Morningtide?” I frowned, fingers flying through the complex strokes as though I were writing a love sonnet.

“For shading,” Korinne supplied, her eyes glued to the emerging rune. “And the ink?”

“He says to use Stardust, plus extra ‘Astra-say’ powder for it to ionize, whatever that means.”

“A Fulmination Rune?” Korinne gasped as the design began to take shape. “But we’ll be destroyed along with it!”

A hiss slipped through my teeth as my hand stopped mid-stroke.

No. I could almost feel Zayn shaking his head. This is a modified Fulmination Rune. It will destroy him from the inside out, sparing the two of you, and Mavros – so long as she’s not in ink form when you trigger the rune. After I repeated his words to Korinne, Zayn’s voice softened. The reason I chose to use the unmodified rune at the shop was because I also needed to destroy Soren and Saxon in the process. They are – well, were, in Saxon’s case – his immediate successors.

“We will discuss that later,” I growled through clenched teeth. “Are we nearly done?”

Close the final circle, clockwise from the bottom, he instructed, showing me.

Korinne and I peered down at the piece of paper, scrutinizing it line by line. 
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“Does this look right?” I asked.

It’s perfect. The pride in Zayn’s voice warmed me from the inside out. Now hurry up and get that fake Dominion Rune on Korinne while she preps the ink for tomorrow. You only have one shot at this. And Talia?

“Yes?” I whispered. 

If anything goes wrong – and believe me, with Sol and his den of pigs, I give it a ninety-eight percent chance that it will – you have to leave me behind and get out of here. Okay? There’s a door—

“Hey, Zayn?”

His voice sounded tired. Yes?

“Kindly shut the hell up.”

Korinne let out a low snort. “Let me guess – he’s telling you to leave without him?”

“Yep.”

“Men.” She rolled her eyes as she made her way toward her cupboard of goodies.

How is she agreeing with you?

“Go take a nap, Zæynek,” I smiled. “Let us ladies handle everything from here, okay?”

I felt a flare of worry that most definitely wasn’t mine.

“I really wish you would trust me,” I muttered.

Talia...there is no one I trust more in this realm or the next. 

I’d just opened my mouth to muster a stunned reply when Biscuit reappeared.

“Almond?” he asked, shaking out his freshly-preened feathers.

“In here!” Korinne called.

Grabbing the Sharpie, I followed Korinne into the pantry, where she had already assembled a half-dozen jars and vials, setting each of them on the small table in the middle of the floor. She tossed an almond from her pocket at Biscuit, who caught it in his fully-grown, can-opener beak. While he attacked his snack from atop an empty shelf and she mixed a silvery powder into a twinkling vial of night-sky ink, I uncapped my Sharpie, holding it aloft like a wizard’s wand.

“Are you ready?” I asked.

She nodded tersely, holding as still as possible while I sketched the faint line of scar tissue on the side of her neck, carefully filling it in with marker as I went. A few quiet moments passed while she measured and mixed and I sketched and filled. Eventually, the ugly, beetle-shaped rune began to reappear. Despite the fact that it was completely inert, the sight of it made my shoulders tense.

“Why does this look so much different than the runes you and Zayn create?” I asked, momentarily pulling the felt tip of the marker from her skin. “It’s so...evil-looking.”

Korinne glanced up from the Bunsen burner she was lighting. “Perhaps Zayn would like to answer that one.”

I glanced at Biscuit, still flamingo-balancing on one foot from the top shelf of the pantry while clutching his prized nut in the other. “Zayn?” I asked softly. Can you still hear us?”

Hey, Tal. His voice sounded tired and distant.

“Wow, we really did get a service upgrade,” I remarked to no one in particular.

The short answer is that Benefactors like Korinne and I work chiefly with Life Magic, a rune system that’s steeped in sacred geometrical patterns to breathe incarnates and spells into existence.

“But you’re so much more than a Benefactor,” I frowned. “How else could you and Korinne Extract magic from ingredients to make your potions?”

“Elven blood is the most magic-rich in the Fae Realm,” Korinne answered. “Most elves have a strong aptitude for both Extracting and Endowing. Like Zayn, I just happened to be one of the ‘lucky’ few who had a talent for Benefaction as well, which is the only reason I survived Sol’s final siege in the Blood Wars.” She was gripping the edge of the table with white knuckles while her vial of ink heated over the flame. “But I digress. You were asking about runes.”

One of Sol’s Runemasters, Calus, is a so-called Benefactor who works with an ancient form of dark magic that my stepfather had banned from the realm long ago. 

“Your stepfather...the king?”

Yes. The twinge of pain that knotted in my chest didn’t belong to me. Calus holds a forbidden grimoire full of Death Magic – lethal runes that use poison, the blood of one’s enemies and so forth – to wreak pain and havoc upon others. Before the Great Fall, he’d been locked in the royal dungeons for years because of his foul sorcery. After the kingdom fell, Sol released him in exchange for his servitude. 

“That bastard!”

Korinne raised her eyebrow. “Is he telling you about Calus?”

I nodded as I went back to filling in the last part of the rune on her neck.

She let out a soft grunt. “Sol may have plans to rid himself of every other Runemaster he’s ever relied on, but Nikolaus isn’t going anywhere. He’s not even enslaved. He’s been with Sol – voluntarily – since the very beginning.”

Nikolaus? Zayn asked. Is that his given name?

“Zayn wants to know if that’s his given name.”

“Yes. I heard Sol slip once and call him that.”

Interesting...

“Do we need to worry about him tomorrow?” I asked, sharing Zayn’s anxious thought.

“No. He’s not here at the moment,” Korinne murmured as she carefully corked her modified vial of Stardust. “He’s off doing who knows what kind of torment in Sol’s name.”

Thank God. That goblin makes Saxon look like a puppy.

“Goblin, as in literal goblin?”

Worse.

Shuddering, I returned to the final leg of the beetle “tattoo.” “About tomorrow morning. Do you really think Lanmè is gonna—”

A loud knock nearly made me drop my marker. Korinne’s entire body stiffened as the door to her apartment banged open.

“Oy, Korinne!” Pine’s booming voice filtered in from the hallway. “Where are you?”

Frozen, she and I exchanged horrified looks. 

“I-In here!” she managed to stammer.

Finish the rune! Zayn hissed at me.

While Korinne craned her neck and held back her hair, I hastily filled it in, biting back a curse when my trembling fingers slipped outside the final line.

My perfect counterfeit tattoo was all at once imperfect – and noticeably so.

“Move your hair,” I whispered frantically, sweeping it across her neck. “If they see, they’ll know.”

I dropped the marker to the ground and kicked it under the table just as three shadows filled the room.

With a subdued pop, Biscuit disappeared, letting his beloved almond clatter to the ground.

“What’s going on?” Hemsworth asked, surveying the pantry with narrowed eyes. He was back in a tailored three-piece suit, navy-blue to match his eyes. Pine and Evans were dolled up in their Sunday best as well, their hair perfectly gelled and coiffed. The cloud of cologne that permeated the closet was enough to make my eyes water.

“Ah, we were just working on the ink for Sol’s claim,” Korinne said, tapping the side of Stardust with her nail. “It’s done.”

Hemsworth’s eyes narrowed. “Why are you just now telling us? And why isn’t she restrained?” He jabbed a finger at my wrists. “Sol said to keep her bound at all times.”

A muscle in Korinne’s jaw twitched. “The denzanite crystal Extraction took time,” she lied. “We only just finished. And as for the conduct restraints, they needed to be recharged. I was just putting them back on her, even though it’s unnecessary. The girl’s smitten; Sol’s glamour worked a little too well when her shield eventually gave out.”

I tried to put a suitably “smitten” look on my face, though I probably just looked stoned.

“Too bad,” Pine muttered to Evans. It took everything I had not to cross my arms over my chest as he surveyed me from head to toe as though I were a walking cheeseburger.

“Hurry up and get them back on her,” Hemsworth ordered. “There’s been a development.”

“Of course.” After retrieving a set of silver bangles from one of the shelves, Korinne clasped me by the wrists and snapped the silver cuffs back in place. Unlike before, they didn’t heat up with glowing runes. “What’s the development?”

Pine, a five o’clock shadow appearing on his jaw, picked up the bottle of Stardust and twirled it in his fingers. “Our ally in the Southern Demesne is getting a little too comfortable with the authority Sol granted him during the Pixie Protests last summer.”

Korinne’s shoulders stiffened. Judging by the pejorative way Lanmè had called her a “pixie,” I could only assume he was talking about elves.

“Anyway, Calus says we need to knock him down a few pegs, before the mood shifts. But to do that, Sol needs the girl and her blood. Which means it’s that time!” He grinned at me as though he were talking about shoe shopping, not binding my mind and body to his incubus mob boss for all eternity.

I tried to keep the half-lidded smile plastered on my face, despite the fact that my fingers had curled into trembling fists.

“Calus...is back?” Korinne asked as an icy stab of fear gripped my chest.

Zayn.

Are you okay? I asked, but he remained silent.

“Yep, came back an hour ago,” Hemsworth interjected, snatching the ink from Pine’s hand. “Grab what you need and let’s go. You know how the bastard gets. Oh, and head’s up – Sol’s temper is hot this evening.”

“That’s an understatement,” Evans grimaced, loosening his collar. “Hurry up, Korinne. We’ve already kept them waiting too long.”

She and I avoided looking at one another as she dashed around the room, gathering last-minute supplies and shoving them in her getaway bag – unbeknownst to our three handlers. Despite the cool and collected aura she was exuding, her hands were visibly shaking as she retrieved a leather-bound book from the shelf beside me. 

“It’s going to be okay,” she whispered, just loud enough for me to hear.

I nodded as I took a long, shuddering puff of my inhaler. Despite Korinne’s assurance, the fact of the matter was that dawn had burst through the door nine hours early. And based on the way things were shaping up, it might very well be the last dawn either one of us would ever see.
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When Korinne stepped out of her quarters, ostensibly for the last time, I worried her face might betray the raw emotions she must have been grappling with. But her resolve only seemed to harden as the door slammed shut behind her. My growing admiration for her knew no bounds. Unlike Zayn, she’d spent her entire post-war existence confined inside these musty walls, ordered about on a daily basis by a spoiled-rotten family of bullies and criminals. And yet, where I would have become a bitter shrew in her shoes, she’d managed to retain her kindness and dignity. If this were a movie, she’d be the real hero.

Case in point: While the Chrises led us down the ritzy hallway toward the elevator, I dragged my feet at the back of the group, feeling more and more helpless with every step in Sol’s direction. We didn’t have a plan. We weren’t ready. We didn’t have a chance.

I didn’t have a chance.

As we passed by the last panel of Korinne’s gorgeous murals – the culmination of literal decades of enslavement – she cast me a reassuring smile that flickered only briefly as she turned away.

She could have run. She could have bolted for the hills and abandoned us the moment she was freed. 

The thought made my insides clench with guilt. If we messed this up, I would be brainwashed, Zayn would be killed, and Korinne would probably be tortured to death. And it would all be one-hundred-percent, unequivocally my fault.

And what about Mom? I wrung my hands together as we waited for the elevator to arrive. Will I ever get to see her again? At that moment, I would have done anything to hear my mother screaming my name, even if it was part of an interminable harangue about my God-awful life choices, career choices, and fashion choices.

When the bell dinged, we silently piled into the elevator. Hemsworth took out his fancy key and punched in the number “2.” The elevator started its descent, pushing my stomach further into my throat. While Korinne somehow looked as calm and put-together as ever, my hands shook as though I were taking my final walk to the electric chair. 

Zayn? Are you there? I asked, cupping my hand over Biscuit’s tattoo.

The ink glowed faintly beneath my fingertips. Yes. Just trying to conserve my strength.

As it always had, the sound of his voice brought a wave of relief.

I closed my eyes and sighed, selfishly wishing he were standing beside me. What the hell are we doing, Zayn? Korinne and I don’t have a chance in hell. I’ll screw this up, just like everything else.

Talia. Zayn’s voice was soft, yet unyielding. Listen to me. The day you walked into my shop, I didn’t just sense your blood. I sensed your strength, your raw power. I failed you by not teaching you how to use it sooner. But power like yours doesn’t need to be honed for it to be unleashed.

But—

Believe me. If I had to bet between you and Sol, I’d stake everything on you.

I scoffed. You can’t possibly mean that.

I do. Trust me. Trust yourself. And remember that, you’re not alone. We’ll get through this. Together. 

I hugged my body tighter. Whether it was his words that were warming me from the inside out, or him physically lending me energy, I felt it. 

Zayn, if we don’t get out of this... I mean, in case we never see each other again, I just want you to know—

No. None of that. The effort of talking strained his words, which were growing weaker by the second. We will see each other again, Tal. And when we do, I’ll listen to whatever you have to say, with all my heart, until the end of time. Okay?

I nodded, tears pricking at the corners of my eyes.

But for now, all I want you to do is breathe.

A flash of light exploded in the elevator, making me yelp.

“Level two,” Pine grinned. “Drugs, dancing, and indecorous debauchery.”

I took a deep breath, releasing it as a heavy sigh. I know it’s hard to talk right now, but please don’t go anywhere. Stay with me as long as you can... Okay?

Always.

I swallowed roughly. 

As soon as the elevator doors slid open, the deafening blast of hardcore Dubstep and a cheering crowd accosted my ears. While Hemsworth and the others continued toward Sol’s office at the end of the hallway, I lingered at the vibrating railing, peering at the “debauchery” below. I had no idea what time it was – nine p.m., maybe ten? – but in this place, it didn’t seem to matter. Day or night, week or weekend, the party raged. It was like a twenty-four-hour Brooklyn deli for sex-starved fae. Except I highly doubted matzo ball soup was on the menu.

As the three Chrises paused outside Sol’s door to confer, Korinne fell back to squeeze my hand. 

“I’m so sorry for dragging you into this,” I whispered, the stupidity of what we were about to do hitting me full-on. “Can you make a break for it? If you can, I—”

“Nothing changes,” she replied in a firm voice. “We’re in this together.”

I gripped her hand tighter, knowing there was no use arguing. “Then we’re going to get you and Zayn out of here. Even if I have to banshee scream my way through a hundred guards to do it.”

“You hold onto that scream,” she smiled, pitching her voice even lower. “When the time is right, I’ll give you a signal. Until then, you are madly in love with Sol, and want to do whatever makes him happy...okay?”

I nodded, quickly releasing Korinne’s hand when the door to Sol’s office swung open. 

“May we enter?” she asked, bowing her head as the Chrises parted for us.

“Come!” Sol barked from his desk, the Clark Kent reading glasses perched on his nose looking comedically out of place.

I kept my head down as I squeezed between a smirking Hemsworth and Evans. Just as I was about to step inside, Pine reached over and gave my ass a stealthy slap.

“What can I say?” he whispered mischievously. “Had to sneak one in before I’m not allowed to anymore.”

Anger blazed in my chest, both mine and Zayn’s – though his was definitely closer to the entrail-eviscerating end of the spectrum. 

When light exploded in front of my vision a moment later, it took me a moment to realize we’d walked through yet another portal, the one that separated Sol’s office in the Fae Realm from Miami Beach. I shook my head, feeling more than a little queasy. How many times had we hopped between realms since leaving Korinne’s apartment? Three? Four?

“What took you so long?” A pale, puffy-faced man asked from the siren-hide chair as we entered. “We sent for you fifteen minutes ago.” His eyes, black and shrewd, landed on me. “Is this her?” There was a note of disappointment in his voice.

“Yes,” Korinne replied curtly. “This is Zaffre.”

He rolled his eyes. “You couldn’t be bothered to ascertain the girl’s given name at any point today?”

“Relax, Calus.” Sol removed his glasses and leaned forward in his seat, rubbing the bridge of his nose. Mavros was perched on the back of his chair, her pendant catching in the light as she preened her oil-like feathers. “In a few minutes, we’ll have all the information we need. You three – leave us,” he called to the trio of incubi. “Once you find Soren, bring him to me.”

Hemsworth nodded as he shut the door behind him. As he did, I noticed the dark red streak running down the back of it, and the puddle of wine and broken glass at the bottom. The aftermath of Sol’s “hot” temper, perhaps?

“Zaffre. Come here.” Sol motioned for me to stand beside him. Swallowing, I minced over to his desk, stopping when I was an arm’s length away. That same intoxicating incubus aura surrounded him, and without my Shield Rune, it hit my unprotected senses at full force. When he looked at me with those dazzling eyes and warm smile, my stomach turned itself inside out. 

What was wrong with this guy, again? 

Zayn let out a predatory hiss, startling me out of my stupor. Don’t look him in the eye!

Sol fingered a loose fiber at the hem of my sweatshirt. “Who put you in this rag?” He shot Korinne a look, as though it had been her fault that I was wearing it. “If you’re cold, little jay, there are far better ways to warm you. Come.”

With a saccharine-sweet smile plastered on my face, I peeled off the stupid shirt and tossed it to the floor, leaving nothing on my torso but that skimpy corset. Sol beckoned me onto his lap; I tentatively took a seat on his knee, stiff and rigid as plywood.

One of Sol’s arms curled around my waist while his other hand unraveled the braid at the nape of my neck, his fingers combing through the damp curls. He pressed his nose to my scalp and inhaled deeply, sending a warm shiver down my spine. “You seem to be doing better,” he whispered against my ear. “I trust your spell has passed?”

Somewhere, deep in my belly, fury simmered, hot and seething.

I cleared my throat, focusing on Zayn’s anger to help clear the fog from my head, while my knees literally quivered from the rush of super-powered pheromones. “Y-Yes, sir. I’m just...happy to be here. With you,” I added faintly.

“Good,” he murmured, a low rumble that vibrated against my back. “Because I’m going to need my golden consort at my side to help with a minor pest problem tonight. Can you help me with that, Zaffre?” He unknotted his fingers from my hair to massage my neck, his powerful hand releasing every knot of tension it came across. I melted against his chest, eyelids half-closed, before I remembered where I was. 

Breathe, I reminded myself, trying to clear my head. But that only invited Sol’s intoxicating scent deeper into my lungs. It was too much, too potent – like walking into a cloud of expensive cologne – but my body was reacting nevertheless, leaving my brain to fight a losing battle.

Focus on my voice, Talia, Zayn murmured, sounding even weaker than before. Whatever energy my body was exuding, it wasn’t going to him. If anything, I suspected he was trying to lend his strength to me.

My hands closed into fists. I had to be stronger than this.

Invoke your other senses. Look around the room. What do you see?

I let my eyes sweep across the office, desperately trying to distract myself. Sol had started talking again, but the words weren’t registering in my ears. Korinne was waiting near the door, clutching the strap of her getaway bag like a lifeline, while Calus was sneering at me like he’d just remembered a funny joke, and I was the butt of it. And maybe I was biased after learning that he was an evil death mage, but something about his face made me want to kick his teeth out. 

Good, focus on that. What is it about his face that’s so repulsive to you?

Keeping my breaths shallow, I zeroed in on Calus’s unpleasant features, feeling the fog slowly start to clear as I did. Only moderately attractive, he couldn’t have been an incubus like the others. His skin was pale, like theirs, but washed out, and his all-black outfit made his complexion appear that much pastier. A flop of auburn hair swept across a pug-like, furrowed brow, while a scruffy, unkempt beard covered the lower half of his smirking face.

He arched a bemused eyebrow when he caught me staring at him. “Shall we get things underway?” he asked, his simpering voice tinged with annoyance.

What a prat, I rolled my eyes, then clapped a hand over my mouth to keep myself from laughing. Holy Mother of Christophers! Hemsworth, Evans, Pine... and Pratt!

His eyes narrowed. “Is something funny?” 

I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing. 

Hey, we all deal with terror differently.

Korinne shifted uneasily. “If you’re ready, my liege, we can get started.”

“Yes, let’s.” Pratt – er, Calus – rose to his feet. “Regarding the Requisition Rune, I’ll place the Dominans rune on Sol while you mark the girl with the Inferus.”

I stiffened. Korinne needed to be the one to tattoo Sol so she could get Zayn’s lethal rune on him. Which meant...

Oh, God. Cold frost snaked down my back. Which means Calus has to tattoo the claim on me. The real claim.

Somehow, Korinne managed to keep her features perfectly smooth. “I’m more than prepared to handle both runes, Calus. I’m sure you’ve got a list of items to prepare before the confrontation in the Southern Demesne.”

“Nonsense.” He waved a hand. “What could be more important than solemnizing this advantageous union?” Grinning alongside the emphasis, he turned to address me. “You. Up.”

I faltered.

Sol ruffled my hair. “Go on, little jay. This is just a small formality to ensure your safety and devotion to me... Or are you having second thoughts?” A wry smile tugged at the corner of his mouth, as though he knew I couldn’t possibly want anything else.

Bastard.

My eyes darted to meet Korinne’s, which were tight with fear for the first time that evening. In that moment, a terrible idea wormed its way into my brain. 

Don’t you dare! Zayn’s sudden, sharp rebuke made me jump. 

“I...I don’t like her,” I blurted out. “I don’t want that pixie touching me.”

“Pixie?” Sol raised an amused eyebrow. “You’d rather Calus do it?”

Swallowing the golf-ball-sized lump in my throat, I nodded mutely.

Talia, listen to me! The Dominans is just an extra layer of control. Even if Korinne doesn’t put it on Sol’s body, you’ll still be claimed when Calus marks you with the Inferus. Do you hear me? Alive or dead, once you’re branded with Sol’s mark, you belong to him!

“I want it to be Calus,” I reiterated, struggling to make my voice firm. “Not her.”

Sol glanced at his watch and sighed. “Fine. Calus, you take the girl. Korinne, to me. You both have ten minutes.”

Biscuit’s tattoo flared so hot, it almost hurt. God dammit, Talia! Why?

I bit my lip until I tasted blood, determined not to cry. You know why.

As I dragged myself away from Sol’s lap, I cast an anxious glance at Mavros. Still as obsidian, the raven fluffed out her feathers and stared me down, challenging my gaze. I recoiled as I turned away; unlike the cobra I’d accidentally conjured from Roy’s butt, this creature’s eyes were full of depth and intelligence. 

Korinne will get the Fulmination Rune on him in time, I tried to reassure Zayn – and myself – as she and I passed one another.

“Here’s your mushroom, brat.” She tossed me an anxiety truffle, emotion contorting her face in a way that might have been mistaken for scorn.

“I don’t want your nasty fungus bites,” I snapped, batting it to the ground. Needle phobia be damned, if there was ever a moment that I needed a clear head, that moment was now.

She shrugged indifferently, though her glassy purple eyes were anything but. “Have a nice life, princess.”

“Yeah, well...you first!” I blurted out, quickly turning my face away so I wouldn’t burst into tears. Slumping into that awful chair, I gripped the arm rests until my knuckles turned white.

“Come, come,” Calus chuckled as he withdrew what looked like a letter opener from his bag. “That’s no way to talk to a dead woman.” He flashed Korinne an innocent smile, then took my hand in his. Without warning, he jabbed the blade into my palm, slicing it open.

“Augh!” I yelped, snatching my hand away. “What the fuck is your problem?”

“I heard about your little needle phobia and was just sparing you the trauma,” he replied, collecting the pooling liquid in a small beaker. “Goodness, your blood really is about as gold as it gets, isn’t it?”

I wanted to slam my head against his upturned pug nose.

“Be nice to my consort, Calus” – Sol removed his jacket and unbuttoned his shirt – “or you’ll spend the night in one of the cages downstairs.”

“My sincerest apologies, Solomon.” Calus dipped his head, looking neither sorry nor scared.

Solomon? I cast a glance at Korinne; she’d clearly heard it too.

After swapping my blood for a freshly-drawn syringe of Sol’s, the two Runemasters added them to their respective ink cups – my gold blood went into Korinne’s vial of Stardust, while Sol’s crimson blood was mixed into the equally-crimson ink that Calus had prepared for the occasion.

“Are you ready?” he asked as he rubbed an acrid-smelling liquid on the round of my right deltoid. 

My eyes darted across the room, where Korinne had already started tattooing the back of Sol’s shoulder. A glimmer of hope sparked in my chest.

“I-I don’t want it there,” I complained. “Put it...here.” I pointed to the same spot on my other arm.

He rolled his eyes, then begrudgingly started prepping the new spot. The moment he pulled out his tattoo machine to screw in the needle cartridge, all of the blood seeped from my face, making the room spin. I could feel beads of sweat forming above my lip and brow, and my clenched hands were cold and clammy. I tried to swallow, but my mouth had gone completely dry. 

“Um, aren’t you going to sketch the rune out first?” I rasped, then cleared my throat. “You know, make sure you get all the lines perfect before you permanently carve them into my skin?”

“What part of ‘Runemaster’ do you not understand?” he scoffed, grabbing my arm. “Now be quiet and hold still.”

“Manners, Calus,” Sol snapped from his desk.

“My apologies.” Calus flashed me a vicious smile, his grip tightening. “Please be quiet and hold still. This will only take a few minutes.”

“Can you at least show me the rune first?” I whimpered.

He tossed a weathered piece of paper in my lap, where a knotted, spider-like symbol had been painted in thick, black strokes. “Keep that where I can see it.”

I glowered at him over the page. “Seriously? It’s like you went out of your way to make this design as ugly as possible!”

Calus sucked his teeth, momentarily looking as though he might slug me, then shrugged. “Squirm and protest all you want, little rabbit,” he muttered softly. “You’ll be stew soon enough.” 

Recoiling into the back of the cushion, I craned my neck to try to see how far along Korinne was, but the angle made it impossible to see the rune she was putting on Sol’s back.

It only took a few minutes to draw, I consoled myself. And with my blood mixed in the ink, it won’t have to be perfect. Just good enough.

A high-pitched whir filled my ears. Calus had his machine raised like a dagger, the wide, vibrating cluster of needles just inches from my skin.

“Jesus!” I yelped, yanking my arm away. “Are you nuts? Why the hell are you using a magnum shader?”

Sol’s head shot up. “Calus, so help me. If you don’t get that rune on her in the next five minutes, you’ll be sleeping in the vault tonight.”

I didn’t think it was physically possible for the creep to get any paler, but the second Sol said “vault,” he blanched.

Grabbing my elbow, he forcefully dragged the needle across my skin, carving the first line. 

Stars exploded in my vision; when blinding white faded to black, I saw my father’s arm, covered in tape and tubes and needles, hanging limply off the side of his hospital bed. I squeezed my eyes shut, suppressing a sob. The more my body shook, the tighter Calus squeezed, digging his fingertips into my flesh.

The lines of Biscuit’s tattoo glowed with warmth.

“I’ve been in the vault, once,” Calus murmured as he worked, low enough that only I could hear. “Wanted to rake my eyes out after an hour. The darkness is interminable. The silence is more deafening than you could ever imagine. In fact, the last mage that found himself trapped in there clawed at his wrists until he bled out. He’d been in the vault for less than six hours.”

My eyes burst open. “What?”

“After all,” he smirked, “the vault was meant to store things, not people.”

“No, that’s... No.” I gaped at him in horror. “That’s not true. Sol swore...he swore he wouldn’t harm Zayn.”

“And you believed him?”

“Fae can’t lie,” I whispered, feeling the hollowness in my own words.

“Idiot girl. The most powerful fae can lie, and they do it often. If the boy’s not already dead, he will be soon.”

He pressed his mouth into a sneer as he angled his wide needle like a calligraphy pen so he didn’t have to shade between strokes, swiftly carving line after painful line into my skin. In less than a minute, the blood-red spider was already taking shape.

Oh, God. My eyes shot to Korinne, but she was deep in concentration, pulling a far more complex design than the one Calus was etching onto me. She’s not going to finish in time.

Biscuit’s tattoo was growing hotter and hotter by the second. For a single terrifying moment, I thought he might try to appear and save the day, but Zayn’s voice rasped between my ears instead, as frail and brittle as a dead leaf.

Wait as long as you possibly can, until the very last stroke. At that point, whether Korinne has finished or not, scream.

I hadn’t even had time to nod my assent when someone else’s scream shattered the silence across the room.
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XXII. Fire and Feathers
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My head shot up to find Mavros beating her wings in agitation. Letting out another frantic screech, she hopped from the back of Sol’s chair and landed on the desk in front of him, squawking and scattering piles of papers to the ground.

“What!” Sol barked, as though the raven had been speaking to him. He jerked his shoulder away from Korinne and staggered to his feet, his bare chest rising and falling in shallow gasps. Before Korinne could raise an arm in defense, his hand shot out to clutch her throat, his thick fingers cutting into the bulging veins along her neck. 

I froze in my seat, all thoughts screeching to a halt.

Her tattoo machine clattered to the ground as she writhed and squirmed against his unyielding grip, red, and then purple, creeping up her bronze complexion.

“What in the underworld is going on?” Calus demanded, momentarily abandoning my tattoo.

A bestial growl ripped from Sol’s throat. “Traitor!” he roared, hurling Korinne to the ground. 

She tumbled forward in a heap, dark hair splayed out around her head like spilled ink. Even from ten feet away, I could clearly see the fake Dominion Rune smeared across her skin.

“How the...” Calus sputtered. “I—What?!”

Grunting, Korinne tried to prop herself on one elbow, but Sol pressed his boot into the center of her back, pinning her to the floor.

“How do you think?” he snarled, redirecting the full force of his fury onto me.

“Her?” Calus whirled around to face me, his expression calculating, as though he were sizing me up for the first time. “But how?”

I didn’t answer him, of course; it took everything I had just to meet Sol’s withering glare without completely unraveling. But it wasn’t just anger that seethed behind his darkening features; there was something else...

Pain, I realized with a start. 

Korinne’s betrayal had actually hurt him. Deeply. And like any wounded, feral animal, that made Sol all the more dangerous.

“She didn’t know anything, I swear.” I rose from my chair, forcing my shaking knees to cooperate. “It was all my idea. So, if you’re going to punish someone, punish me.”

Sol’s eyes blazed like magenta fire. Korinne let out a pained cry as he dug the heel of his heavy boot deeper into the small of her back.

“Don’t—!” I started to shout, but Calus clamped a hand over my mouth to keep me from screaming. My hands fumbled to my purse, where I’d stuffed two enchanted glass bombs – which, I knew, were far more likely to knock me out than harm anyone else in that room, thanks to my time-tested ineptitude.

Luckily, Korinne was much faster than me. Her hand crept toward her Port-a-Pantry, which was strewn on the ground beside her. In a literal flash, thick black smoke swirled around her and Sol, obscuring both from view. Sol let out a choked cry, followed by the sound of a heavy thud.

Taking that as my cue, I stamped my heel against Calus’s foot, then bit him – hard. 

He yanked his hand away with a curse, reaching for a puce-green rune on his opposite arm that began to glow before he even touched it.

This time, I didn’t hesitate. 

I sucked in a deep breath, preparing to let out the loudest, shrillest, most destructive scream of my life...just as Calus rammed his foot into my stomach. My voice cut off in a strangled grunt as I doubled over and fell to my knees, pressing my hands to the floor to try to coax air back into my deflated lungs. 

Toxic-green vines spilled from Calus’s arms and snaked across my limbs, pinning my wrists to my hips. Wherever they touched my skin, an itchy, scaly rash erupted underneath, far worse than poison ivy. Before I could even rasp out a suitable insult, the vines slithered across my face like alien tentacles, trying to gag me. As painful blisters erupted across the lower part of my face, I instinctively tried to jerk away from the vines, but all that did was send me toppling to the floor like a hog-tied pig. 

Biscuit’s tattoo tingled like Icy Hot; his way of pestering me to let him out.

No! I pressed my lips together tightly, trying to keep the poisonous vines out of my mouth. You have to stay with Zayn, he needs you!

Across the room, there was another flash of light and a pained grunt. Sol went flying backward from the plume of smoke, smashing into the bookshelves. Tomes and bottles came crashing to the ground all around him. Korinne stepped from the dispersing cloud, tattoo machine in hand, and raised it like a dagger above Sol.

A loud knock sounded at the door.

“Come—!” Calus started to bark.

His words cut off in a sharp gasp as a glass ball from Korinne’s trusty Port-a-Pantry whizzed by his ear, smashing into the steel door of Sol’s office. Electric blue smoke exploded upon impact and cascaded down the door. As it did, the metal glowed a deep orange and began to warp and bubble, welding itself to the frame. By the time the molten steel had cooled back to gray a few seconds later, the knob and hinges were gone, and the door and frame had solidified into a solid metal block.

No one was getting in – or out – of this office for a long time.

Letting out another curse, Calus turned his attention from the door and back to me, looming closer and closer, one ominous step at a time. I struggled against his creeping vines, but it was no use; the harder I fought, the tighter they squeezed.

Korinne, at least, was faring far better than—

No!

A flash of black darted across the room like a specter. From my ungainly heap on the ground, all I could do was yell a muffled warning at Korinne as Mavros dive-bombed her from above, snatching her by the hair and violently jerking her head back. She fell backward at the same moment Sol scrambled to his feet, hurling a smoky attack that hit her square in the chest. She crashed to the floor, arms stiff at her sides, her entire body frozen as though she’d turned to stone.

Sol knelt to the ground beside her, roughly turning her face to meet his. “I would have made you comfortable, as thanks for all your years of service to my family. But now” – he wiped a trickle of blood from his chin, regarding it with disgust – “now, you’ll end up like all the others. What a waste.”

Paralyzed from the neck down, she didn’t struggle or squirm. She merely turned her head toward me, eyes filling with tears.

I’m so sorry, she mouthed.

Sol followed her gaze, his expression pinching into contempt as his eyes fell on me. His words, however, were directed at Calus. 

“Finish the rune – now. I’ll deal with this one.” Snatching Korinne by the throat, his arm began to glow with stolen power.

“No!” I tried to cry out, but the vines tightened around my legs, my arms, my torso, squeezing the air from my lungs. I couldn’t move. Couldn’t scream. Couldn’t pull away as Calus raised his tattoo gun to the patch of exposed flesh on my arm.

“I don’t know how you did it,” he murmured as he crouched beside me, pressing the tip of the tattoo gun against my skin. A terrified whimper lodged in my throat as it whirred to life. “As far as I know, you are the first to resist Sol’s glamour. But I assure you, once I finish this claim, your body will become his to possess in whatever manner he so chooses.” He dragged the needle painfully across my shoulder, producing the seventh leg of the spider in one deft stroke. “And once I’ve also completed the Dominans, your mind and soul will be his as well. You won’t even remember what you’ve lost.” 

The vines around my throat and mouth constricted, stinking of sulfur and rot. By that point, only my eyes were able to move, darting a terrified glance across the room. Illumination shot up Sol’s arm as he clenched Korinne’s throat, her skin as pale as ash. Eyes closed, her body lay rigid against the floor, still as a statue.

Calus repositioned the needle, preparing to etch the eighth leg of the rune. I tried to roll myself away from him, but the vines held firm, rooting the entire right side of my body to the ground.

“Last line,” he smirked, his beady eyes crinkling with glee. “It’s really too bad your boyfriend can’t be here to see this. Watching an incubus lose his mind from sheer jealousy – well, that’s something I’ve always wanted to see.”

Zayn... Tears leaked from the corners of my eyes. I’m so sorry.

There was no reply. In fact, I couldn’t feel his presence in my mind at all. 

My insides clenched with terror. 

The last mage that found himself trapped in there clawed at his wrists until he bled out, Calus had taunted.

A sob buried itself deep in my chest. If he wasn’t already, Zayn would soon be dead. And once I belonged to Sol, I wouldn’t even remember him well enough to miss him.

I might not even remember his name at all.

At that, the tears flowed freely, burning the raw skin on my cheeks.

Biscuit’s tattoo, which had been tingling with warmth for the last ten minutes, flared from the inside out.

Don’t you dare! I silently shouted at him. He needs you!

Unfortunately, Biscuit 2.0 had a little too much of me in his blood, making him stubborn, pig-headed, and completely incapable of following the simplest directions.

Never a fan of a subtle entrance, he burst into existence in an extravagant explosion of fire and feathers, eliciting a startled gasp from Calus. Flaring his wings, rainbow flames erupted from his body, burning as brightly as a bonfire.

“Don’t you dare go full-phoenix!” I tried to shout through my gag, which came out as a series of angry, muffled grunts.

“What the—” Calus stumbled away from Biscuit in shock, flailing as he scrambled to his feet. 

Loosing a shrill battle cry, Biscuit unleashed a scorching torrent of molten color that slammed into Calus, setting his clothes aflame as though they’d been doused in gasoline. An animalistic scream shattered from his throat as he collapsed to the ground, writhing in agony.

The vines that wrapped my body crumbled into ashes.

“Biscuit!” I choked out, reaching for my familiar on blistered hands and knees. But there was nowhere to grasp; his entire body burned like a torch, dozens of colors melting together in a blaze of white-hot power. “Biscuit, so help me, if you don’t go home this instant, you’ll never get another almond again!”

Completely ignoring me, he soared into a fiery midair loop, turning his attention to Sol, who was hastily groping the runes on his body for some sort of defense. With a furious eagle-like cry, Biscuit released another fiery assault, one that Sol had no chance of deflecting in time.

Mavros dove between them, her own feathers bursting into dark flames that absorbed Biscuit’s attack like a black hole swallows light. She flared her wings, letting out a terrible, high-pitched shriek, her entire body shrouded in rippling black fire as she launched a vicious counter-attack that missed him by centimeters.

“Oh, no you don’t!” I cried, flinging myself at Biscuit, and snatched him – burning feathers and all – from the air. His plumage abruptly extinguished, leaving colorful, glossy feathers in place of flames – no phoenix ashes in sight. “Thank God!” I buried my face against his neck in relief. “Now, please, go home!!”

To absolutely no one’s surprise, he continued to ignore me.

Men banged on Sol’s office door, trying to either knock it down or pry it open. Inside, it was deathly silent. Each second that passed without word from Zayn made me more and more frightened. Korinne hadn’t moved or stirred from her spot on the ground; I couldn’t even tell if she was breathing. Calus, too, was out cold, a quilt pattern of angry-looking burns spread across his body. Meanwhile, Mavros’s plumage had returned to regular feathers. Perched on Sol’s shoulder, the two of them glared at us coldly, calculatingly.

Clutching Biscuit against my chest, I glared back, a wave of protective fury rising beneath my sternum.

“I offered you honey,” Sol whispered so softly, I almost didn’t hear him. The black veins pulsing beneath his eyes were the only thing to betray the rage that seethed inside him. “I offered you kindness and patience. Now, little jay, my patience is spent.”

I squared my shoulders as a million possibilities raced through my head: everything from kicking Sol in his incubus giblets and making a run for it, to using one of the bombs Korinne had given me and knocking Sol – and probably myself – out cold.

He turned his attention to Biscuit, the corners of his mouth unfurling with barely-concealed greed. “Oh, Zaffre. Part of me wants to kill you right here and now for the trouble you’ve caused me this week. And yet, here you stand, a well of gold, clutching a familiar so powerful, he makes my own seem tame in comparison.”

Mavros ruffled her feathers in annoyance.

‘Familiar’? I raised an eyebrow.

Setting her down on his chair, Sol raised his hand, beckoning to Biscuit, who immediately jerked his head in the incubus’s direction, pupils dilating.

I tightened my arms around him. “You have to go,” I whispered softly, pressing my forehead against his. “Please.”

For a moment, he looked as though he might argue. 

Please, I begged silently, tears gathering in the corners of my eyes. I can’t feel Zayn anymore. You have to lend him whatever strength you can.

Biscuit looked up at me with shining, gold-flecked eyes.

Go, I kissed the top of his head. I’ll come for you as soon as possible, I added, hoping the lie wasn’t glaringly obvious.

“Luvyu,” he cooed, nuzzling against my tear-stained cheek. Then, after shooting Mavros and her master a vicious glare, he disappeared with a blinding flash of light.

Leaving just Sol and me.
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I kept waiting for Sol to snap and show me a glimpse of the infamous temper he’d apparently shown everyone else, but he remained as cool and collected as ever – which, for someone raised by a Jewish/banshee mother from Brooklyn, was far more terrifying than screaming.

“I didn’t realize that familiars could be Extracted from one mage and Endowed upon another,” Sol smiled, regarding Biscuit’s tattoo with interest. “Common magic law forbids even attempting it, of course, because of the undue pain it causes both master and incarnate to be ripped apart; most familiars wouldn’t be able to survive the separation. And yet, here you stand, summoning and dismissing Zæynek’s new-and-improved familiar as though it were your own. Gold blood truly is a miracle, isn’t it?”

I breathed a small sigh of relief, trying to keep my face as smooth as possible. 

He doesn’t know we share him. Which means he doesn’t know about the link.

Still smiling, he sauntered toward me with an air of nonchalance, as though there weren’t two unconscious mages lying on the ground and a noisy team of fae Gestapo trying to smash their way in. “Once you’ve been marked and properly glamoured, you’ll transfer your familiar to me for safe keeping. Such power must be honed and harnessed by a master Manipulator, not an amateur mage... No offense intended, of course.”

“He’ll never listen to you.”

“Oh, I think we both know he will. Zæynek chose to make himself a familiar despite having no inclination for the art of Manipulation, allowing the creature to become over-indulged and under-trained. A few weeks under my thumb and he’ll be as obedient as an incarnate.”

Clenching my fists, I refused to meet his eye, focusing instead on Korinne. As pale as a sheet, she lay on her back a few yards away, her chest rising and falling in short, shallow breaths.

“You truly are the most infuriating creature I’ve ever met, Zaffre.” Sol lifted my chin to force me to look at him. “You’ve spurned my advances, trounced my glamour, freed two of my Runemasters, and crippled the third... Had you been anyone else – my own kin, even – I’d have already snapped your neck.”

“If only,” I retorted, twisting away from his fingers. “But that would be a mercy, wouldn’t it? And you don’t have a merciful bone in your body.”

His features flickered; if he’d had a heart, I might have assumed I’d hurt his feelings.

“So, what happens now? Is this the part where you brainwash me into loving you? Connect me to a permanent IV drip so you can leech my blood for the rest of my life?”

He scoffed. “Typical human, as gauche as you are gullible.”

“Funny enough, I’m not actually a human.”

“Oh, your blood may be fae, but your mind is human through and through – impatient, stubborn, weak.” Circling behind me, he gripped my bare shoulders. I ground my teeth together, ignoring the goosebumps that erupted down my arms as he leaned close to murmur in my ear. “Long ago, when the Fae Realm existed within its own time and space, my kind had to work much harder to extract the life essence we needed from other fae – constantly changing our appearances, risking danger, or even death, just to feed. 

“And then something miraculous happened – our dimensions collided, ours and yours. Suddenly, my kind had access to a mundane, slow-witted, hormone-enslaved species that was all too willing to offer themselves to us. Much like America’s factory farms, seducing your kind is as simple as herding livestock into a truck to be slaughtered. That’s why I created this nightclub, and many others like it – to lure and stockpile human energy.”

“You know, I could really do without the ‘And now, Mr. Bond’ speech,” I scoffed, holding my chin as high as I could. “You’ve won. Just get on with it...though I’m not sure how you’re going to claim me at this point, since all of your Runemasters are out of commission.”

The banging outside his office grew more persistent.

“Not all of them,” he smirked, coming around to meet me eye-to-eye. Waves of heat rolled off his body, thickening the air around us.

My insides twisted with fear. Worse, with longing. I knew what he was doing. But I couldn’t pull my eyes away from his.

I was the moth, and he was the bug zapper.

“I truly regret the position you’ve forced me into, Zaffre.” He began to circle me, deliberately, appraising me from head to toe. “I didn’t want things to be this way. Truth be told, I had hoped we could skip this part altogether. After all, much like grapes, the sweetest, most delectable erotic essence is that which is patiently tended and cultivated. Given the time we’ll be spending together, I had hoped to earn your affections, not coerce them from you.” 

I tried to swallow but couldn’t. His sumptuous voice had buried itself in my bones, turning my legs to rubber.

“You’re right. Without the others, you’re all I have left,” Sol sighed. “Which means I’ll have to use my full glamour on you, little jay, to ensure your complete obedience. I do hope the effect won’t dampen your temperament too much. For all your aggravating habits, your caustic sense of humor is slowly growing on me.”

Even though I recognized the condescension in his words, they didn’t bother me. I was too lost in the full lips that spoke them...his velvety voice, his intoxicating breath, his perfect teeth.

He put a heavy hand on my shoulder, pressing me into the chair. Knees buckling, my core flared with heat while my fluttering eyelids gained about ten pounds each.

“That’s it,” he cooed, mellifluous as warm honey.

No! I shook my head roughly. Scrunching my eyes closed, I did the only thing I could think of doing in that moment – belting out my favorite Metallica song. “Good day, how do, and I send a smile to you—!”

“What?”

Ignoring Sol’s bewildered look, I crooned louder, channeling my inner James Hetfield, “Don’t waste, waste your breath, and I won't waste my hate on you!”

He blew out an exasperated gasp, though we both knew I was singing a losing battle. Because even as I focused my concentration on the lyrics, trying to cling to all of the things I hated about Sol, my mind began to shift its focus back to his perfect dimples, which made him seem so much younger and more innocent than he was; his intoxicating scent, as alluring as freshly baked cookies; the perfect dips and planes of his exposed muscles, powerful enough to pick me up like a rag doll and have his way with me... 

My stomach did a little flip at the thought; how long had it been since I’d had sex, anyway? 

Without meaning to, my gaze shifted to the sharply carved ridges of Sol’s abdominal muscles, damn near making me salivate with yearning. Was I an idiot? How could I even think about turning down a centuries-old sex God, with all his experience and between-the-sheets extravagances? My eyes then trailed to his belt buckle, just a simple piece of metal that separated me from an entire lifetime of pure ecstasy. I found myself reaching toward it, my lip caught between my teeth...

Don’t, a soft voice whispered, and for the briefest moment, my fingers faltered. Please, Talia... Don’t.

Zayn.

I ground my teeth together, digging my fingernails into my palms.

“You’re only hurting yourself, little one,” Sol said softly, crouching in front of me. “The banshee blood in your veins runs strong, fortifying your resolve. But it’s time to let go.”

“No!” I choked out, rocking back and forth in my chair. Bile and blood rose in my throat, corrosive and bitter, as I fought to retain control of my body. But, oh, God, something was stirring deep within me – something powerful and carnal. And, yet, the deeper the longing carved into my being, the more tired I became. My head started to dip with the effort of holding it upright.

Kneeling at my feet, the incubus’s fingers crept up my thighs, sending waves of pleasure coursing through me. Beneath his deft hands, my body truly had turned to putty, desperate for his touch. And yet my mind clung to the truth, as tenuous as a rock climber clinging to a precipice by his slipping fingertips.

Zayn? Zayn! I called his name over and over, but his presence was nowhere to be found. I tried to swallow, though my tongue was heavy and my mouth as dry as sand. Biscuit? Are you there?

His only answer was a deep twinge of sadness.

“Surrender to me, Zaffre,” Sol whispered, sending a hot shiver of longing straight to my belly. “It will be so much easier, I promise you.” 

Show him to me, I whispered. Please.

Biscuit was weak; I could feel it through our waning bond. But a dim, fuzzy image swirled in front of my eyes, momentarily blocking out Sol’s face. Zayn was slumped over in the darkness, skin pale, eyes closed, his fingers wrapped around a small glass vial that he clutched to his chest.

The vial of blood I had hurled at him in anger.

Biscuit nuzzled himself beneath his dying master’s chin, as cold as stone, and let out a small whimper. My heart hurt so deeply at the sight, I pressed my hand against it, trying to smother the pain.

“You’ll be happy and safe at my side,” Sol murmured, lifting me to my feet. “You’ll never feel sadness again,”

“You promised me he’d be safe,” I whispered as he held me against his chest. “But you left him there to die.”

“Furious as I was with Zæynek, it was never my desire to kill him.” His arms tightened around me, pulling me closer. “I even considered moving him to a distant prison camp, where he would have spent the remainder of his days with the elves we enslaved there. But it soon became evident that your feelings for him, and his for you, extended far beyond glamour. Even claimed, I knew you could never truly belong to me – not as long as some part of you knew he lived.”

“Because I love him,” I choked out, even as my body surrendered itself.

“I know you do.” He smiled wistfully. “But not for much longer.”

Legs shaking, I anchored my hands to his chest to hold myself upright. I could feel Sol’s lips pressing against my forehead, his arms encircling my shoulders and waist as he whispered comforting lies in my ear.

Tears leaked from my eyes as the image of Biscuit and Zayn began to fade from my mind. But in their absence, something else began to crystalize, right in front of me: a black scorpion trapped inside a blue circle. 

My fingers traced upward and across Sol’s skin, slowly, hesitantly, as he tilted my face towards his. “That’s my girl,” he murmured, brushing his lips against mine. “Come to me.”

A ragged gasp caught in my throat.

“Tell me your name,” he whispered against my mouth, turning my core to molten longing.

I pressed my palm against the festering Aegis Rune embedded in Sol’s chest, fingers brushing the blue circle of ink and runes that prevented the trapped iron from leaching into his blood. Dipping my head down, my eyes trailed from the black, spider-like veins that splintered from the scorpion, to the faded collection of tattoos on my arm – the tattoos I’d accidentally stolen from his daughter.

No...not stolen.

Extracted.

“My...name...?” I whispered, pressing my fingertips against the circle of blue ink. 

He leaned forward greedily, pressing his forehead against mine. “Yes?” 

“My name...” I swallowed, my vision blurring as my parents’ faces swam in front of my vision, “is Talia.”

The runes inside the circle blazed to life.

Sol jerked as though he’d been stabbed. His wide eyes darted to my hand, where the blood beneath my skin was illuminated with gold magic.

“No!” he snarled, attempting to wrestle himself away from me, but the magic from the Extraction had formed a binding link between us. A primal roar tore from his mouth; he clenched my wrist so hard I thought he might snap it. 

But I didn’t let go.

As he panicked, the spell he’d cast upon me began to fracture like splintering glass. 

And as it did, my body remembered.

“You can’t have my heart,” I whispered, the veins beneath my skin glowing brighter and brighter, “because it already belongs to someone else.”

The ink slowly dissolved from beneath his skin and deposited into mine, a glowing blue circle that appeared on the back of my golden hand.

Mavros let out an agitated caw, flaring out her massive black wings as she leapt into action. I flinched, waiting for an attack that never came. 

In the periphery of my vision, something – or someone – darted between us. But I didn’t dare pull my eyes from the flickering blue runes directly in front of me.

A wheezing gasp caught in Sol’s chest as his horrified eyes caught mine. I could see my reflection in his darkening irises, blazing as bright as bullion.

“No,” he croaked as heavy, splintering black veins snaked across his chest and up his throat. “Talia. Please.”

His power vibrated through my spoken name, bidding me to heed his words. But, waning as it was, it just wasn’t enough.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. Hand still pressed to his chest, I knelt beside him as he slid to the floor.

A choked gurgle escaped from his throat as his fingers slipped from my bruised wrist, collapsing against the ground. By now, the toxin had slithered all the way down his arms, turning his fingernails black. 

“Please,” he choked, gazing up at me with a pleading expression, the whites of his eyes clouding with poison.

I couldn’t take it anymore. With effort, I pulled my hand away from his chest, leaving a mottled, blackened stain beneath his plaster-gray skin. He raised a trembling hand toward my face, entreating me. As his eyelids began to flutter, it took everything I had not to take his hand in mine and offer him comfort – not because he deserved it, but because my heart hurt from all the suffering of the past week.

His head lolled to the side, eyes closed.

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered again, rising shakily to my feet.

“Don’t be,” a soft voice replied.

I flung around with a startled cry.

Korinne stood a few feet away, one hand gripping Sol’s chair to hold herself upright, the other aimed at Mavros, where a swirl of enchanted gray smoke froze the wide-eyed raven to the corner of the desk like a gargoyle. 

“Korinne!” I cried out, stumbling toward her. “You’re okay!”

“Okay is subjective.” Wincing, she reached into her pocket. “Forgive me,” she muttered as she withdrew a tiny vial of gold liquid, uncorked it with her thumbnail, then splashed a few drops onto a faded rune hidden in the crook of her elbow. The tattoo glowed pale pink, restoring some of the color to her cheeks. She took a deep, shaky breath. “I should have asked before taking a few extra milliliters of your blood for myself, but you were drunk on truffles at the time.”

I let out a weak laugh. “Consider it payment for almost breaking your nose.”

A few feet away, Calus stirred, his head rolling from one burnt shoulder to the other.

Korinne walked over to Sol’s body. Sickly veins spread from the black mark on his chest, crisscrossing all over his torso like lightning. Without so much as a sympathetic glance, she snatched the ring from his limp hand. “Come,” she motioned to me, cradling a still-paralyzed Mavros in her left arm. “There’s no time to waste.”

“Will he die?” I asked, clutching her hand.

“Almost certainly,” she replied, casting a pitiless look at her ex-master. “And so will we, if we don’t get out of here right now.” Gently shaking my hand free, she retrieved a glass bomb from her bag, one with thick yellow smoke swirling on the inside. “Your complexion is dimming – good,” she remarked, examining my face and hands. “The last thing we need is to attract even more attention to ourselves out there... Now, on the count of three, I’m going to throw this Obliteration spell at the door. Once it’s gone, we run.”

“Gone? Meaning...the entire door?”

“Yes. Get your bombs ready,” she added, nodding at my purse. “I’m very weak right now, so if I fall, keep running toward the vault and don’t stop. Are we clear?”

I chewed on my lip wordlessly, casting one last glance at Sol over my shoulder. His chest was completely still. Meanwhile, Calus was dragging himself to his elbows, grunting and wheezing. When his eyes fell on me, they turned dark as pitch.

Korinne came to stand beside me, softly counting to three. 

As Calus pulled himself to his swaying feet, she flung her bomb, blasting the solid metal door – along with the entire wall – into smithereens. 
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The entire wall exploded, leaving a gaping hole where the door – and those trying to break down the door – used to be. Before the yellow smoke even cleared, Korinne and I made a run for it – only to run smack-dab into Pine, who had apparently been standing far enough away to escape the initial blow. Blocking our path down the staircase, Pine looked around, wide-eyed and slack-jawed, gaping at the mess of unconscious bodies on the ground – including his fellow Chrises, Hemsworth and Evans (who, funnily enough, had landed on top of one another, missionary-style).

I skidded to a stop at Korinne’s heels, letting out a curse at the sight of him.

Below, shouts of “Bomb!” were rippling through the crowd as the club’s drunk and dazed occupants stampeded toward the barricaded front doors.

Pine leaned to the side, peering around us to get a glimpse of the inside of Sol’s office. After seeing Sol and Calus’s bodies – the force of the blast had apparently knocked the latter back down – he stared at us for a protracted moment, the rusty wheels in his head visibly turning over.

“You’re free,” he said, more of a statement than an answer, reaching forward to touch the smeared ink on her neck.

My hands clenched into fists, but Korinne didn’t flinch; she merely straightened her back, lifting her chin to look him in the eye.

After stealing one more glance at Sol’s unmoving body, Pine’s features hardened into resolve. 

“Get out of here,” he growled through clenched teeth, “before I change my mind. I’ll handle Calus.”

Korinne didn’t reply. Instead, she took his hand in hers and squeezed it.

“Go,” he barked, pushing her toward the stairs.

Stunned, I gaped over my shoulder as he approached my least favorite Chris, who was once again struggling to drag himself to his feet, and shouted, “Dude! You’re on fire!” – even though the dude was definitely not on fire – and splashed his entire blue Slurpee in Pratt’s face.

“Augh!” Pratt shouted, stumbling backward and flipping over the siren chair.

“Oh, man, sorry – here, let me help!”

“Get off me!”

“Holy shit,” I hissed under my breath, chasing Korinne down the stairs. 

The music had come to a scratching halt, but the house lights were down and the strobe lights were still flashing, creating a blinking vision of pure chaos: Half the club-goers were running around in frantic circles, while the other half seethed against the locked front doors, molesting the half-dozen men in suits that attempted to quell them.

“Flash bomb!” Korinne shouted at the foot of the stairs, tossing a purple mask at me. “Put this on before you throw it and then close your eyes!”

After slinging the mask over the lower part of my face, I squeezed my eyes shut and threw the pink bomb, as hard as I could, into the center of the club. Fuchsia light exploded, dazzlingly intense even through my closed eyelids, followed by the sound of screams – dozens of them.

“Run for your lives!” the deejay shouted into his microphone, which then thudded against the floor, producing a deafening screech through the speakers.

The light faded after a few seconds; carefully squinting one eye open, and then the other, I followed Korinne into the chaos, shoving aside scrambling, blinded club-goers who were slamming into me and everyone else.

“Sleeper Bomb!” she yelled as we approached the plain electrical room door, where only three guards were still standing, each looking absolutely flummoxed.

After adjusting my mask, I chucked the bomb at the door. Dark green smoke exploded into churning plumes that rolled across the dance floor like pea soup fog; within the span of a single, shocked breath, everyone within a forty-foot radius slumped to the ground, dead asleep. Korinne and I picked our way through the dissipating smoke and snoring bodies, until we were standing right in front of the door, where the last remaining vestiges of smoke were curling into nothingness.

When the smoke eventually cleared, leaving a hushed, Sex-turned-Sleep Club in its wake, one body remained standing, blocking the door with crossed arms.

“Soren!” I gasped, colliding into Korinne’s back.

After removing the siren-hide mask from his face, prompting us to do the same, he growled, “What in the underworld have you done?”

“Your father is dead,” she answered coolly. 

Save for one hiked eyebrow, Soren’s face also remained coldly impassive.

“The others have mostly been incapacitated,” she continued, “though they won’t be for long. If you wish to access Sol’s safe, which, as you know, has well over ten million dollars inside, I would be happy to tell you the code in exchange for one-time vault access.”

A muscle in Soren’s jaw tightened as the strobe lights made him flicker in and out of existence. “What about Calus?”

“Severely injured. I didn’t have the strength or proper runes to kill him.”

His hand clenched and unclenched as he considered her words. “What’s to stop me from killing you after you tell me the code?”

“You won’t kill us.” Korinne took a step forward, chin high. “Every cut, every scrape, every callous word or deed from your father and siblings – who was there to comfort you? Who tended to your wounds, both mental and physical, or gave you a hug and a warm cup of kurmeren tea?”

Soren closed his eyes, tilting his head down and away from her, as though he couldn’t bear to look her in the eye. Finally, he muttered, “What’s the code?”

Korinne smiled. “Do you remember the lullaby your mother would always sing to you?”

The Adam’s apple in his throat bobbed.

“Take the first ten notes, transcribe them into English letters, and turn the dial – start at the left, alternating right-left-right until the lock clicks.”

Soren looked her up and down for a long minute, to the point that I began to squirm anxiously. Finally, he placed a hand on her shoulder.

“Thank you,” he muttered, stepping aside. “We didn’t deserve you.”

Korinne nodded with far more grace than I ever could have mustered, turning to watch as he jogged toward the stairs, casting her one last wistful smile over his shoulder.

“That was fucking amazing,” I whispered.

“Let’s go,” she replied, opening the door and ushering me through. After shutting it, she handed me a marker. “You clearly know how to make a Chaining Rune. Would you kindly put one on the door, along with a drop of this?” She handed me the tiny bottle of gold blood she’d kept for herself.

I nodded, feeling my heart leap into my chest. Despite everything, here we were – steps away from the vault.

While I set to work, she set a still-frozen Mavros on the floor, then rifled through her pocket until she pulled out Sol’s ring.

I had to work to keep my hand from trembling. My heart was thumping against my sternum like a mallet. We were so close to Zayn, and yet still so far. And even if we found a way to get to him...what would we find? The very thought felt like an icy punch to the gut.

We’re coming, Biscuit. I thought, concentrating on all the love I possessed for the two of them, then channeling it through the bond. Don’t try to answer me. Whatever energy you can safely spare, please lend it to him.

After hastily finishing the Chaining Rune, I whirled around to find the vault had already been broken open, exposing the mirage of a dusty broom closet inside. Korinne was peering at Sol’s ring, muttering to herself.

“How can I help?” I murmured, crouching beside her.

“This stone contains Sol’s blood,” she murmured, “and the stone around Mavros’s neck carries both her blood and his. But given her master’s death, I’m afraid to rouse Mavros from her frozen state. He wasn’t always kind to her, but they were still bonded. She could die of shock or heartbreak. And if they both die, the runes hidden inside these bloodstones may not work.”

“So why don’t you just take the collar she’s wearing and let her sleep? Why bother waking her at all?”

“Because every time Sol accessed the vault, he brought her – awake, in her physical form.”

“Look, Korinne...” I chewed on the inside of my cheek so hard, the taste of metal filled my mouth. “I can’t feel Zayn anymore. The only reason I believe he’s still alive is because Biscuit is still clinging to our bond, but they can’t have much time left. Please. I trust you. Whatever your gut tells you, that’s what we have to do. But we have to do it right now.”

She pressed her lips into a thin line. “My gut tells me we need to wake up Mavros for this to work. I don’t know how she’ll react when she senses the loss of Sol, but we only need to keep her alive long enough for me to figure this out. She will be in a lot of pain,” she added sadly. “Try to concentrate on filling her with warmth and calm feelings to get her through it.”

I grimaced. “You mean, I’m supposed to Manipulate her?”

“Yes, but out of kindness, not harm. Try to Manipulate her into believing everything will be okay. It will be a mercy to her, I promise. After that, when you let go, her death will be quick. Now hold her down so she doesn’t fly away.”

A sharp pang of guilt twisted through my gut as I did what I was told; Korinne twirled her fingers, drawing the gray smoke that surrounded Mavros back into an empty glass orb.

The moment the spell faded, the raven let out a hysterical squawk, her head twisting around as though she were desperately trying to find something – or someone. When she saw it was me struggling to hold onto her, she bit my hand hard, drawing blood.

“Ow!” I flinched just enough for her to wriggle free of my grasp.

She launched off the ground, careening uncontrollably around the tiny room, nearly smashing into the control panels as though she’d been stunned. As she spiraled through the air, screeching in a way that my heart understood to be grief, several long, black tailfeathers fluttered to the ground. Soon, her entire body quickly began to molt, sending a shower of black plumage that rained to the ground like tears.

“Oh, no...” Korinne muttered against her fingers. “No, this can’t be...”

Her small, featherless body burst into black flames.

My hands flew to my ears as Mavros’s shrill, high-pitched caw turned into a rumbling, crashing roar that shook my bones. I staggered backwards, clutching onto Korinne as a pair of massive, scaly claws slammed to the ground, cracking tile. We both had to crane our necks to take in the obsidian monster that loomed above us, its folded wings too large to extend in the cramped, twelve-foot space.

“What. The hell. Is that?” I croaked hoarsely, even though I already knew the answer. 

Cracking her spiked tail against one of the metal control panels, Mavros opened her gargantuan, fang-lined jaw, letting out a vicious scream that seared the air like the inside of a pizza oven.
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Korinne and I stared up the towering dragon as she cocked her head, turning a single emerald-green, grapefruit-sized eyeball onto us. Black flames shot out of her nostrils while the fluorescent lights gave her oily black scales a purple sheen. My breasts barely came up to her elbow, and her serpentine head was stooped beneath the ten-foot ceiling. Dangling from the very top of her curled, purple horns, was her silver collar, looking more like a hoop earring than a necklace.

“You might have mentioned that Sol’s familiar is actually a dragon,” I hissed.

“I knew she was a shapeshifter, yes, but I’ve never seen her transform into anything larger than a dog,” Korinne breathed, clutching my arm as tightly as I was clutching hers.

We both cowered as Mavros loosed another furious scream, heating the entire room with her fury.

No, not fury, I amended as a large, glittering dragon tear splashed against the cracked floor.

“We have to go!” Korinne grabbed my hand as she spun around, heading for the exit. 

“No!” I stood my ground. “I can’t leave Zayn and Biscuit!”

“I have nothing to fight her with!” She gripped my wrist tightly in two hands, pulling, but I didn’t budge. “Talia, listen to me! She’ll kill us both, and then we’ll all be dead!”

“She’s hurting,” I frowned, yanking away from her. “Her master’s gone.”

“Yes, which means she’ll die, too, very soon! We can come back for them—”

“There’s no time, Korinne! The vault is killing them!”

Ignoring her protests, I took a hesitant step forward. Mavros reared back on her haunches and bared her teeth. I tried to imagine that she was still the size of a chicken – a rather difficult feat when her canines were longer than my forearm – as I concentrated on her pain, trying to dull it.

The enormity of her grief slammed into me like a brick wall, sending me stumbling backwards.

Evidently, my amateur attempt at Manipulation was an unwelcome one. A furious plume of fire exploded from her throat, as red-hot as a kiln – a split second before the flames turned me into a Jewish rotisserie chicken, Korinne’s ice bomb shattered inside the dragon’s gaping maw, cooling her throat to black.

Mavros cried out in distress, throwing her head back. Chunks of plaster fell from the ceiling while cracks splintered down the walls. She flung herself forward on the ground, tile crunching beneath her belly as her claws raked across the floor.

“Hey!” I cried out, reaching for her. Behind me, I heard Korinne’s horrified gasp. “It’s okay! You’re okay!” Without thinking, I pressed my hand against her snout, trying not to flinch from the heat of her scales.

The dragon’s eyes burst open in surprise, plumes of sparks and smoke curling from her nostrils. 

“It’s okay, Mav,” I cooed again, infusing my words with tranquility. “Try to relax.”

She sniffed again, searing the air around us, but her eyes didn’t move from mine.

“Do you know what my familiar likes when he’s scared or anxious?” I murmured, running my hand along the sharp plates of her jaw. Her eyes followed me, her black pupils narrowing into suspicious slits. Slowly, carefully, I raised my hands and started scratching her behind her ears – or at least, the “small” hole I’d assumed was her ear.

A shower of sparks burst from her snout as her pupils dilated into wide orbs.

“Talia...” Korinne started to warn, but I went right on giving Mavros some well-deserved, behind-the-ear-scratches.

“See? You’re just a big puppy, aren’t you?” I murmured, vigorously scratching the scales on her neck with all ten fingers.

Her scales ruffled up like feathers, allowing me to get to the dry, itchy skin underneath. With a contented sigh, she lowered her head to her paws – er, scary dragon claws – and closed her eyes.

“That’s my girl,” I cooed in a sing-song voice. “Kor-i-inne,” I added, keeping my voice high and cheerful, “come on over and grab the collar, please.”

Muttering an uncharacteristic curse beneath her breath, the elf minced over a few inches at a time, until she’d sidled up next to me. Without risking another step, she held her breath and extended a trembling hand towards the collar, still dangling from the tip of Mavros’s horn. 

One of the dragon’s green eye slanted open, watching Korinne like a lazy cat watching a suicidal mouse.

Korinne’s hand faltered, her eyes darting toward the colorful bombs in her purse.

“Nope,” I chirped merrily, “we’re not going to fight. We’re all friends here, aren’t we, Mavros? Just close, lady friends, sharing a nice moment in a cozy electrical closet.”

I then shot Korinne a glare, which she returned with gusto, right before snatching the collar.

Mavros sniffed a spark or two, but otherwise didn’t move.

“Alright, sweetie,” I purred, running my hands along her cooling jowls. “Can you please show me how to open the vault?”

She let out an agitated snort, shaking her head.

“Can you add a little more oomph to your Manipulation?” Korinne murmured.

“I’m not Manipulating her,” I murmured back, eliciting a choking sound from my dracophobic compatriot. I turned my attention back to Mavros, smiling tightly, even as I wanted to scream with impatience. “I know you’ve lost someone very dear to you.” 

Her eyes narrowed at the understatement.

“I know. I really am so sorry.” I briefly considered admitting that his death had been my fault, but that felt a little too candid, at least while she remained in dragon form. “I’m about to lose someone very dear to me as well... And someone else, I suspect, who might even be dear to you, if you gave him a chance.” I showed her an image of Biscuit, and her cheeks flushed so hot, I momentarily had to yank my hand away. 

“Will you help me?” I entreated. “Please?”

She jerked her head back suddenly, eyes flitting to the ceiling. Rolling back on her haunches, she let out a soft mewling sound.

A jolt of terror twisted in my stomach.

“What’s wrong?” Korinne asked, gripping my arm.

A rueful smile tugged at my cheeks as I gazed up at Mavros. “I’m glad for you,” I whispered, forcing the tone of my voice to match the words.

She glanced back and forth between me and Sol’s office, impatience leaking into our temporary bond. Without warning, a plume of black fire engulfed her body; when the flames dispersed, a plain-looking, albeit anxious, raven was fidgeting on my shoulder. I pressed my forehead against hers, silently thanking her, then reached for the collar and ring, which Korinne hastily dropped in my palm.

“Would you please go unlock the door for Mavros?” I asked softly. “She says she has to go.”

Bewildered as she clearly was, Korinne merely nodded, hastily making her way toward the exit.

After replacing the collar around Mavros’s neck, I positioned myself in front of the open “broom closet,” smeared a drop of blood across the gemstone of Sol’s ring, and slipped it on my thumb. Mavros closed her eyes and a moment later, a strange rune appeared in my mind. Together, we concentrated on it, willing the vault to open. 

At her prompting, I whispered, “Athvoren.”

Both gemstones glowed crimson as their hidden runes revealed themselves beneath the glass. In front of us, the air shimmered; a moment later, the broom closet faded into shadow. Pitch darkness remained inside, a concentrated void so black, it stole the light from the room.

“Zayn?” I called through the doorway, my voice cracking with fear.

There was no answer.

Before I could step inside, Mavros tugged at my hair, reminding me about my end of the bargain. “Right, sorry,” I muttered. After throwing Sol’s ring to the ground, I smashed it with the heel of my sneaker, fracturing stone down the middle. Red liquid pooled from the crack, the surrounding glass quickly darkening to black.

“If things don’t work out, come find me,” I smiled weakly, handing her the broken ring.

After snatching it in her beak, Mavros gave me one last look, then flew out the door.

Korinne peered into the quiet club for a moment, then – apparently placated by what she saw – shut the door behind her, manually locking it this time. 

“Sol’s familiar survives,” she said, neither a question nor a statement, as she came to stand beside me.

I nodded.

“Do you want me to come with you?” she asked softly. When I shook my head, she didn’t argue. “I’ll wait here for you, I promise. But you have to hurry... Strange things happen inside the vault.”

I straightened my shoulders, pretending to be brave, though a cold shiver ran down my spine. After giving Korinne a brief, tight hug, I turned on the flashlight on my nearly-dead phone, then stepped inside.

Darkness swirled around me like curtains, stifling the light.

“Zayn!” I yelled, taking a step forward. My voice sounded muffled and subdued, as though I were shouting into a thick cloth.

After nearly tripping over something hard, I held out my phone, casting my immediate surroundings in faint gray light. Piles of strange-looking treasures stared back at me: a gem-encrusted silver box, a small gold flute, an orange pendant that glowed faintly in the darkness—

“Tal-ya?” A tiny, pitiful voice squeaked from somewhere ahead.

“Biscuit!” I cried. “Where are you?”

“Tal!” he whimpered again, weaker this time.

I glanced over my shoulder at the door, my stomach sinking like a rock when I realized how far away it appeared. I’d only taken three steps into the vault, and yet the tiny sliver of a doorway appeared at least thirty feet away.

When I turned around again, darkness settled upon me like an avalanche, snuffing out the light. Silence filled the space where air used to be; every smothered breath I took sounded deafening. Panic clawed at my chest as the nothingness closed in on me, crushing my lungs, my body, my soul.

Is this death? I wondered, the thought roaring in my head like a jet engine.

I clamped the inside of my wrists over my ears, trying to block out the noise and the silence at the same time, but nothing worked. After taking two more steps, I began to doubt which way was up, as though gravity was merely a suggestion. Crouching on the “ground,” I blinked my eyes furiously, trying to get my bearings. Just ahead, or perhaps behind, the darkness appeared to fracture, like a mirror in a dark forest.

“Tal-ya!” Biscuit’s feeble cry sounded from behind the fissure.

“I’m coming!” I shouted, taking two running steps forward and hurling myself through the glass. Though I’d braced myself, it didn’t cut me. More smoke than mirror, the partition shattered all around me, its broken pieces hovering in the air until they, too, dissolved into the blackness.

For a moment I hovered mid-air, unsure which way was up. But gravity apparently lost patience and decided for me, because I abruptly fell with a startled cry, landing on something cold and lumpy.

The “something” groaned weakly.

“Zayn!” I screamed, my voice melting into the silence. Tucking my dim flashlight under my chin, I knelt beside him to clutch his pale face, as cold and still as stone. His eyes were closed, his head heavy. Even in the darkness I could make out the shadowy hollows that had been carved into his cheeks.

Curled up against his neck, Biscuit lay huddled and shivering, his feathers almost completely leached of color.

My flashlight clattered to the ground, casting the three of us in dull, gray shadows.

“Oh, Biscuit,” I sobbed, scooping him into my lap.

“Tal...ya,” he chirped, too weak to move. His breaths were quick and shallow, as though each one was a growing struggle. I cradled him against my body with one arm as I lowered my face to Zayn’s, my lips hovering millimeters above his.

I could scarcely feel his breath.

“Zayn,” I whispered, caressing his cold cheek. “Please wake up. Please.”

He didn’t stir.

Something small clattered in the darkness, brushing against my knee. My hand fished around until my fingers wrapped around cool glass – a vial of blood.

No, not just any vial of blood – the vial of blood I’d angrily hurled at him in the shop, its contents almost completely empty.

Without thinking, I uncorked the bottle with my teeth, shook out the last few drops of blood on my tongue, then pressed my mouth to Zayn’s, parting my lips so the liquid could trickle between his.

Come on, Zayn! I cried silently, deepening the kiss until I was sure he’d drank every last drop of my blood. 

From somewhere far, far away, I could hear Korinne shouting my name – a mere echo of an echo – her silhouette blocking the faint light of the doorway.

I craned my neck to answer her, then gasped.

I couldn’t have walked more than ten steps, and yet the doorway to Earth was a tiny sliver of dying light.

“Dammit!” I lamented. “Come on, Zayn, wake up! It’s me, Talia! We have to—”

Two dim, green half-moons appeared in front of my eyes.

“Talia?” he rasped out.

“Thank God!” I sobbed, kissing his mouth, his cheeks, his neck, trying to warm his skin. “You’re alive!”

“Is this...” He tried to swallow, choking out a dry cough. “Am I dead?”

Korinne’s voice was still calling me in the distance, tinged with growing agitation.

Something was wrong.

“No, you’re not dead. But we have to go, right now.” Hoisting Zayn’s arm across my shoulder, I lifted him up, staggering beneath his weight. “Look,” I grunted, cradling Biscuit beneath my other arm like a football, “the door is just there!”

Sinking against me, Zayn uttered a despairing groan.

“It’s closer than it looks, I swear!” Gasping with exertion, I pulled him forward, stooping under our combined weight. After two hard-fought steps, I realized I’d left my phone on the ground. When I turned around to look, the light had been completely swallowed. 

Fear squeezed the air from my chest.

“C’mon,” I wheezed, dragging out another step. “Look, see? The door already looks so much bigger!”

“Talia, hurry!” Korinne’s muffled cry echoed, then died, like a candle being snuffed out.

“I can’t do it,” Zayn gasped, dropping to one knee. “Please – leave me!”

“Yes...you...can!” I grunted, using every bit of strength I had to hoist him back up. His body was so limp, it almost took all three of us down. 

We forced out another step.

“So much darkness,” he whispered. “Death everywhere.”

“I know.” I tightened my arm around him. “Look, the door is only five steps away.”

My heart skipped a beat when I realized the doorway was empty.

Biscuit wriggled in my arms, craning his head toward the dim light, just as Zayn collapsed to the ground again.

The darkness pressed in on all sides, like a deep, black ocean, its pressure crushing me. Every time I tried to fill my lungs with air, I felt like I was choking on the nothingness. Faint, ghostly outlines of priceless fae treasure surrounded us, though I would have traded every gem and gilded doubloon for a single drop of sunlight.

I sank to my knees, clutching Biscuit in both hands, too weak to take another step.

“Get ready,” I wheezed, using the last of my waning strength to chicken-toss him toward the doorway. And, just like his farm-variety cousins, he let out an indignant bawk, wings flapping erratically until he landed, clumsily, just inside the doorway of the electrical room and skidded inside.

Breathing a sigh of relief, I half-crouched, half-collapsed next to Zayn, reaching out to clasp his limp hand in mine. His eyes had fluttered closed again.

“Please...leave me,” he rasped, too weak to move.

“Hey.” I forced a smile. “Remember last night, at my mom’s house? God, it feels so long ago, doesn’t it?” His head lolled to the side. “Zayn, listen to me.” I shook his shoulder weakly. “Do you remember that night? When we were kissing, and I passed out?”

His features contorted with pain. “Always...hurt...you.”

“No, shh. Stop. That wasn’t your fault. It was mine. The bond we share, through Biscuit? I think it’s given me some sort of immunity against you. In fact, I think it’s protected me from the moment he sacrificed himself and was reborn as an egg. That’s why I didn’t get tired when I was seducing you at the shop. That’s why I was able to revive you after Sol stabbed you. I’m immune to you...until I choose not to be.”

Eyebrows furrowing, he forced his eyes open to look at me. “You...what?”

Until I choose...not to...

A crazy idea began to form in my mind. 

If I could Manipulate peaceful thoughts into Mavros’s head, if Sol’s runes could Extract energy from people’s bodies and use it as his own, why couldn’t a “Gilded One” Endow energy into someone else? 

“I’m not strong enough to carry you out of here,” I said softly, pressing my fingers to his lips. “But you’re strong enough to carry us both.”

Before he could waste his breath in protest, I dropped my mouth to his – a literal kiss of life.

I didn’t have much left in my tank. Not here, in this realm of shadow and nothing. 

But whatever I had left, I would give to him. 

Knotting my fingers into Zayn’s hair, I poured my heart and soul into that kiss, channeling everything I had into it – into him: my love, my hope, my unwavering faith that he would have the strength to save us. 

Gold warmth infused his skin, spreading from his lips to his fingertips. He let out a soft moan, stirring beneath me. “Talia...please, don’t...”

“The energy you lent me brought me here,” I murmured. “Now I’m giving it back, so you can get us out.”

For a single, protracted moment, our lips were the same temperature. And then his body stiffened, warming beneath mine, his skin feverishly hot in comparison. When I no longer had the strength to hold up his head or mine, I collapsed beside him, curling against his body. My fingers crawled across the ground, reaching for his hand. 

With a pained grunt, he rolled himself over and pulled my shivering body against his.

“Oh, Talia,” he whispered, kissing my forehead.

I wanted so badly to reach up and caress his warm cheek, but I couldn’t muster the strength to lift my hand. Safe, familiar arms encircled my body, shifting my weight from the ground and against his chest.

Cradling me like a child, Zayn took a single, shaky step, and then another.

“Sol...” I whispered against his neck, only fifty percent sure I was actually speaking out loud. 

His body stiffened.

“Sol...tried to make me love him.”

Zayn didn’t answer as he took yet another trembling step, his arms pulling me tighter against his body.

“But...he couldn’t...” I murmured, forcing out every syllable. “Do you...know why?”

The inside of my eyelids slowly shifted color, from pitch black to ruddy crimson; using my last drop of energy, I cracked my eyes open as harsh fluorescent light fell across my face. When they fluttered closed again, this time for good, relief filled me from the inside out. 

Something splashed against my cheek just before I felt Zayn’s warm, trembling lips press against my forehead.

“I know.”
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XXVI. The Wail of Sirens
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I dreamt about my father.

The two of us were alone on a two-masted brigantine, sailing through green, choppy waters. Above, several harpies circled the top sail, but we paid them no mind.

Handing me the helm, Dad placed a heavy hand on my shoulder. I’m sorry I never told you, Tals. 

I leaned against him, bracing myself as we crashed through another rough wave. It’s okay. You were just trying to protect me.

His grip tightened. There’s one more thing...something not even your mother knows.

I looked up at him, his Coke bottle glasses sprayed with ocean mist, his dark, ruffled hair wild in the ocean breeze. What if I don’t want to hear it?

“Kor’ínthe, I’m too weak. I can’t go on much longer.”

At the sound of a third voice, I whirled around, frowning. Did you hear that?

“Set her down here. I have a small tincture of Vidgæ’dren extract, just enough for you both.”

“No, you take it. Please. You’re injured.”

I know you’re not ready, Tals. But it’s important – far more important than anything else.

Dad, what is it? What’s wrong? I loosened my white-knuckled grip on the helm, surprised to find that the sea had calmed. Above, however, the harpies appeared to be getting restless.

He glanced up at them, sighing. 

Talia, about your lineage—
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I bolted upright with a shrill, wheezing gasp, the taste of burnt lemon in my mouth and the smell of sea salt burning my nose. Zayn was crouched in front of me, gripping my shoulders, his features lined with concern.

“Talia...are you okay?”

At the sight of his beautiful emerald eyes, the last vestiges of my strange dream abruptly disappeared.

“Zayn!” I cried, throwing my arms around him. “You’re here!”

He squeezed me back, just as tightly, but only for a moment. “I have so much to say to you,” he told me softly, “but we’re not out of the woods yet.”

After begrudgingly pulling away from Zayn’s embrace, I inhaled sharply. We were sitting near the edge of a low cliff, with smooth green ocean stretching out in front of us. The air smelled like fresh rain, and above the horizon, bands of hazy blue sunlight streaked from behind low-hanging, purple storm clouds. 

“This isn’t Miami Beach, is it?” I whimpered pitifully.

The look of shame that appeared on Zayn’s face nearly cleaved my heart in two. “I’m so sorry, Talia. Sol’s bouncers were already regrouping, and the nearest unlocked door we could find was a portal that dumped us here. We tried to get as far away from the tower as we could, but...we just didn’t have the strength to keep going... I didn’t have the strength.”

“No.” I took his cold hand in mine, squeezing it weakly. “No one else could have gotten us this far.”

A few feet away, Korinne was crouching with her back to us, Biscuit perched on her shoulder, regarding Sol’s tower in the distance. Or, more specifically, the seething mass of bodies that was pouring from his tower and heading straight toward us.

A string of curses slipped through my teeth. And yet, as Zayn helped me to my feet, gripping my waist tightly, I couldn’t help but feel a surge of gratitude. His clothes were torn and his skin was pale, and there were still plum-colored shadows under his eyes... But he was alive.

We were alive.

With each of us leaning on the other for support, we walked over to Korinne, who flashed me a shaky smile as I helped her up. The moment she stood, Biscuit immediately hopped from his auntie’s shoulder to mine, nuzzling against my cheek.

“I’m so glad you’re okay,” I whispered against his floofed-out neck feathers.

“How many are we looking at?” Zayn asked Korinne.

“At least fifty Unseelies,” she answered tiredly. “Mostly incubi and strung-out vampires, from the looks of it. We have maybe five minutes before they’re within attacking distance. And apart from a handful of short-range smokers, I have nothing.”

“I have enough spells to stall for time, but even at full strength, I couldn’t stand up to fifty of Sol’s demons.” 

“What about Talia’s Tesseract Rune?” Korinne asked. “It’s dim, but—” 

“I already checked. There’s not enough magic left for her to Tess all three of us away from here.” 

“Couldn’t you just draw a new one on me?”

Zayn shook his head. “Even with your blood, that kind of rune has to be embedded in the skin to work. And there’s no time.” Still squeezing my hand in his, he turned to me with a solemn expression. “Tal, if I told you to use that to escape without us, would you listen?”

“Not a chance,” I scowled.

“Shocking,” he muttered, rubbing the bridge of his nose.

“But there’s no need,” I lifted my chin confidently, “because my siren bestie will be here any moment, just like she promised!”

Zayn started. “Your what?”

“Sol’s people have been capturing and poisoning mermaids with vampire venom to turn them into sirens...to harvest their hides,” I added, seeing his confused expression. “Lanmè has been using my blood to cure them before they get irreversibly sick and die.”

He inhaled sharply. “So, you made a deal to help each other?”

“Yes. My blood, in exchange for her protection.”

Korinne was shaking her head. “I don’t know... I worry that giving her two vials of blood already was a mistake. What’s to make sure she upholds her end of the bargain?”

“Because she promised.”

Beside me, Zayn let out a soft groan, his wide eyes flitting back and forth between me and the ensuing pack of monsters and mayhem. “But that doesn’t mean anything anymore, Talia. Fae promises used to be bound by blood magic, but after the war—”

“Lanmè is my friend,” I said firmly. “And I trust her.” Before anyone else could interject, I turned to Biscuit. “Would you please take the two vials of blood that Auntie Ko-Ko took when I was accidentally high on ‘shrooms and drop them in the ocean for Lannie?” 

“Rawk!”

With a heavy sigh, Korinne started digging around her purse. “Talia’s right. We’re too weak to run and we have no way of winning alone. Besides,” she added, the corners of her mouth betraying a hint of a smile, “Talia is one of the most extraordinarily resourceful people I’ve ever met. I trust her instincts, outrageous as they may be.”

Zayn let go of my hand to rub his temples. “I trust her as well. I just wish doing so didn’t feel this stressful.”

Coughing out a short laugh, Korinne handed the gleaming vials to Biscuit, who expertly took both in one claw while balancing on my shoulder with the other.

“Thanks, buddy.” I kissed the top of his head. “Have fun and be safe.”

With that, he took off with an excited trill, soaring high into the turquoise sky for the first time since his fiery rebirth, his long, rainbow tail fluttering behind him as he dove into a glittering barrel roll.

Beside me, I heard Zayn curse.

Less than a football field away, the horde of demons was close enough that I could begin to make out some of their faces – like Calus, who was at the very front, leading the charge. 

Beside me, Korinne stiffened; Soren was there too.

“That pasty, two-faced rat bastard!” I hissed.

“Dammit!” Zayn raked his hands through his hair. “If Sol’s dead, why bother chasing us down? This can’t all be for Talia’s blood, can it?”

I glanced in his direction, briefly wrestling with whether or not to tell him the truth at that exact moment, then sighed. “Sol’s not dead.”

He whipped his head in my direction. “How do you know?”

“Because his familiar told me.”

At that, his eyes darkened to black, but he said nothing more. The three of us fell silent, watching with bated breaths as part of Sol’s kingdom-toppling Unseelie army drew closer and closer. 

Thirty seconds.

As Biscuit landed on my shoulder, panting with glee and exhaustion, I took Zayn and Korinne’s hands in each of mine, staring down the impending swarm with a wavering chin that I held high nevertheless.

Twenty seconds.

Calus, his skin mottled and pink with half-healed burns, reached for one of the few runes on his body that had survived my familiar’s fiery assault. Black electricity surrounded him, crackling in the air like a series of whips. I clenched Zayn’s hand so hard, it hurt.

Ten seconds.

As the scorned Runemaster raised his hand to strike, Zayn turned to me with a pleading expression. “Talia, please, I’m begging you, get out of here!”

Something flashed in the water, like a compact mirror caught in a beam of light. A wide grin spread across my face.

“Hey, Calus,” I called, pointing to the churning surf below. “What’s that over there?”

“Holy shit,” Zayn gasped.

Calus and the rest of his demonic party stumbled and fell to a halt as, one by one, a hundred mermaids rose up from the sea, their glittering, scaly hands linked at their hips. Some had pale features, some had dark features, and some – to my surprise – weren’t even mermaids. Those were the charcoal-skinned, slick-haired sirens, their silver eyes flashing in the morning light. 

And in the center of it all, was Lanmè, her long, flowing hair catching on the breeze as she raised her arms above her head, along with her other sisters.

“Cover your ears!” I shouted, yanking my slack-jawed compatriots to the ground.

“Raawk!”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Calus and Soren disappear in a swirl of red smoke. Everyone else from Sol’s small-yet-deadly legion of demons had turned their attention below, unable to pull their eyes away from the breathtaking view of a hundred stunning, bare-breasted mermaids rising up from the frothy surf. Like wind chimes, their haunting, melodic voices rose with power, with anger, with conviction, a dozen different harmonies coming together to create a swelling wave of beauty and treachery that crackled with indefatigable magic.

“Come and leap from highland’s edge,

With outstretched arms we’ll shepherd thee

Into a tomb too vast to dredge – 

A trench of bones beneath the sea.

Come and heed our keening cries;

The taint of death streams through our gills.

With strangled gasps and dimming eyes,

Come drown upon the blood you’ve spilled.”

I choked back a scream as one by one, fifty glassy-eyed demons leapt straight off the precipice with nary a cry, sinking like stones into the frigid waters below. And one by one, the mermaids broke off from the others to dive in after them, followed by a fresh cloud of crimson that muddied the waves until their whitecaps were stained pink.

It continued on this way until neither demon nor sea-enchantress remained, and the patch of water at the base of the cliff looked like sudsy cabernet.

Hugging my body to the earth like a marooned starfish, I ignored Zayn’s cautionary hisses – we’d be dead already if the mermaids had wanted us to be – and peered over the edge of the cliff with bated breath. Beneath the surface of the red-tinged water, obscured by the rippling reflection of the sun, I could just barely make out the flurry of dark, glinting figures, darting and circling like teeming sharks.

“I have never seen so many mermaids schooling in one place,” Korinne breathed from beside me. “With that kind of raw, collective power, they could drown an entire village.”

I gulped. Demons or not, I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of pity for Sol’s sunken henchmen, who were just following orders. Still, it was oddly poetic; the same people who had captured, killed, cursed, and skinned countless mermaids – all in the name of fashion and upholstery – had met their fates in the same fathomless depths they had laid their traps.

Struggling to our feet, the four of us watched the slowing carnage in uneasy silence, until the mermaids eventually reappeared, with Lanmè emerging at the forefront.

Gilded One, she inclined her head in a small bow.

“Lanmè,” I whispered, pressing my hand to my chest. 

I hope you would agree we have upheld our end of the bargain. 

“Yes,” I nodded fervently. “You have. Thank you.”

On the contrary; my sisters and I are in your debt. I pray the tide will bless us with your presence again soon.

“Me too... But no more homicidal sea shanties, okay? A simple hello will suffice!”

A tinkling sound that I could have sworn was her quiet laughter echoed in my ears. Then, clutching my blood against her breast, she disappeared beneath the surface. One by one, her sisters followed, the light reflecting off their flipping tails like disco balls.

We watched until the last, glittering fluke disappeared, none of us quite sure what to say. 

After a long minute, Zayn released a heavy breath. “Elves, incubi, satyrs, sirens... Is there anyone who doesn’t love you, Talia?”

“Don’t forget knockers,” Korinne chimed in.

“Talia met a tommyknocker?”

“Yes, and he loved her too.”

My cheeks were burning so hot by then, I probably looked like a polished Academy Award.

Korinne turned to the two of us, taking our free hands in each of hers. “It pains me to say this so soon, but I must return to my people. I’ve been gone far too long, and there are so few of us left.” She turned to Zayn. “Will you come, Zæynek? They are your people too.”

My throat constricted at her question, but of course she was right to ask. They were his people. Zayn had been alone for so long, trapped in the realm of the mundane with no family or friends, apart from me. He needed this. He deserved this.

And then my eyes fell on the beautiful elven woman who’d risked her life to save us both, so poised and dignified and brave, and the knot of emotions in my chest tightened to the point that it became hard to breathe. More than anything, Zayn deserved the love of a woman as kind and remarkable as Korinne.

“You should go,” I squeezed his hand, forcing a smile on my face. “I can take care of the shop while you’re gone...I-I mean, if you want me to. I can understand if you don’t... Or if you don’t want to come back.” I bit my lip, not quite able to meet his eyes.

From my shoulder, Biscuit made a low sound that almost sounded like a snort.

Zayn looked at me for a long moment, as though he were trying to decipher a complex mathematical code. Finally, he let go of my hand to clasp Korinne’s in both of his. “I thank you for your offer, as well as the sentiment behind it. Please tell our people that I hope to see them again soon.”

A sad smile crossed her face, though when her eyes briefly flitted to me, her expression warmed. “Anak’tho al’preyam, Zæynek al’Bâramahd.”

“Anak’tha al’preyami, Kor’ínthe al’Rahími.”

“You will make your mother proud,” she said softly, rising on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek. “Of this, I am sure.”

His Adam’s apple bobbed.

She released Zayn’s hands to wrap me in a tight hug. “Talia, would you give me the honor of knowing your family name?”

“Kestenbaum,” I told her without hesitation.

She pulled away, squeezing my arms as she spoke. “May your harvest be bountiful and your hearth warm, Talia al’Kestenbaum. I will tell my people what you’ve done for me... For us,” she amended, giving Zayn a knowing smile. “It was nice to meet you, Biscuit.”

“Luvyu, Ko-Ko!” he chirped, leaning forward to give her a kiss, which she awkwardly returned.

With laughter still lingering in her eyes, she fixed each of us with a warm smile, then turned to walk away.

I watched her for a long moment, then blinked and shook my head. “Korinne, wait!” I cried, jogging ahead to meet her. Clasping her hand in both of mine, I closed my eyes, concentrating. A moment later, the Portal Rune on my arm slowly began to disappear, reappearing on her own.

She looked up at me with tears in her amethyst eyes.

“Get home safely,” I smiled, giving her one last hug. 

“Thank you, Talia,” she whispered into my hair. “I hope with all my heart to see you again.”

I pulled away with a grin. “That’s what Lanmè said! We’ll have to plan a girls’ night... Do you have karaoke bars in the Fae Realm?” At her blank expression, I laughed. “Oh boy, are you two in for a treat!”

“What a lovely thought – a siren in a karaoke bar,” I heard Zayn mutter to himself.

Smiling, she shook her head, then touched her fingers to the glowing rune on her skin; a moment later, she was gone.

“Goodbye, Korinne,” I whispered.

As Zayn came to stand beside me, Biscuit let out a big yawn, ground his beak, and then, after loudly announcing, “Good night!” he disappeared, reemerging as a warm, glowing mark on each of our arms.

And then...there were two.

I fiddled with a loose clasp on my corset, a wave of self-consciousness preventing me from looking him in the eye.

“Talia,” he whispered, tilting my chin up to look at him. “That’s three times now, you’ve saved my life.”

I forced a shaky smile to my face. “Then I guess we’re almost even for all the times you’ve saved mine.”

He leaned down as though he might kiss me, but I took a step backwards. “Why didn’t you go with Korinne? You could have spent your life with h—uh, your people.” I swallowed.

A playful smirk tugged at the left side of his mouth. “I am with my people. Or, at least, my person.”

“Yeah, but—ugh! I’ve been such a jealous, insecure jerk!” I blurted out. “I mean, you can’t help who you are, right? Just like I can’t help being a loud-mouthed Jewish-harpy-banshee...thing. And I should have never tried to change you, or force you to be mine.” I sucked in a deep breath, barreling on before he could interject. “So, if we try this – I mean, if you want to try this. I mean,” I amended again, grimacing at my own monumental awkwardness, “I really want to try. With you, that is. Obviously. But um, if we do, I just want you to know that we can adjust that however you need, to incorporate your, uh...lifestyle.” 

A drop of rain splashed against my cheek, momentarily shutting me up. I looked up, surprised to find that a gentle mist had begun to fall across the grassy blue clifftops, despite the clear skies to the east.

“Talia.”

Wincing with embarrassment, I snuck a glance at Zayn, who was peering me with an amused expression. Rain dotted his nose and cheeks, the beautiful sight somehow making me feel even more flustered.

I sucked in another deep breath, trying one last time to get the words out correctly. “I’ve never personally tried, uh, p-polyamory,” I gulped, “but I’m willing to pick up a book and learn. You know, if that’s w-what it takes. I just...I just can’t imagine being with anyone else but you. So, if I have to share you with Catalina,” my nose crinkled of its own accord, “or anyone else in your, um, rotation—” 

Warm rain was pouring on us now, drenching our hair and clothes. I sighed in resignation, meeting his eyes for the first time since the verbal train derailed.

“—I will. If it means I can love you without you pushing me away.”

“Talia,” Zayn said, curling his fingers into my wet hair. “I’m going to say something now. And I need you to just shut up and listen. Okay?”

I nodded, raindrops trickling from my nose and chin.

“I have already lived that life – having a different, nameless person every few weeks, just to stay alive. And that was only because Sol’s Dominion over me prevented me from killing myself.”

I bit my lip, trying with everything I had not to cry.

“I starved myself in every sense of the word, feeding as infrequently as possible. And even when I did, I would feel hungry immediately afterward. Always hollow. Never satisfied. A monster living off ice cubes and rice cakes... And then I met you.”

He slid his other hand into my hair, cradling the back of my head.

“The night we made love, I felt as whole as I’ve ever been. And then the next day, I looked in the mirror and saw the demon my stepfather had always scorned me for being, having preyed on the magic from your blood like a goddamned vampire. From that day on, I tried to put a wall between us as your self-appointed ward, to make sure I never harmed you ever again. To prove to myself that it was just your blood I desired, and not you.

“I had a lot of partners during that time, feeling more insatiably ravenous than I ever had. And yet nothing, and no one, ever satisfied me. The more I fed, the worse I felt.”

My stomach twisted itself into knots, more grief than jealousy.

“Because of our proximity – not to mention your kindness, your curiosity, and your total lack of personal boundaries—”

A laugh slipped from my throat.

“—you eventually became my closest confidante – despite my best efforts to push you away. Still, deep down I resented you for the spell you’d cast over me, a spell I couldn’t shake.” 

Still cradling my face, he took a step closer, until his nose was inches from mine. Water dripped from his eyelashes, his jaw, those full lips – once more flushed with color and life. “And then you stumbled into my world. My real world. And even though I hadn’t fed in weeks, the more time we spent together, the less hungry I felt. I convinced myself it was the magic of the realm, or perhaps Biscuit’s increasing strength – which just happened to coincide with your presence – that kept me going when I should have succumbed to hunger.

“By the end of those three days, I began to suspect. It wasn’t the magic, my familiar, or even your blood that made me feel sated and complete... It was you.”

I let out a soft gasp.

Behind his radiant face, the sun continued to rise in the sky, burning away the swollen rainclouds that lingered from last night’s storm. As the rain slowed to a drizzle, the water calmed, revealing in its reflection a full circle of two dozen colors that made my heart leap into my throat.

“Inside the vault,” Zayn continued, “alone with my thoughts and nothing else, the answer became clear: Lust may temporarily quench an incubi’s thirst, but love fills the hollow void, leaving space for nothing else. So, no, Talia, I don’t want anyone else. I most definitely don’t want to share you with anyone else. And I would very much like to ‘try this’ with you, if you’ll indeed have me.”

My face was soaked with far more tears than rain at this point. “You...love me?”

“I do.”

“Really and truly?”

“Yes.” 

“And you won’t take it back tomorrow?”

He laughed. “Not a chance.”

I bit my lip, gazing deep into his eyes, searching for the lie that I already knew in my heart wasn’t there. “You really don’t mind? Having...me? And only me?”

“So long as I’m good for you, yes. However, there’s one more thing you obviously haven’t considered.” He pulled me against his body, warm and steadfast and firm, despite the hardship he’d just endured. “Do not forget that I am also half-elf. And elves are happily and staunchly monogamous their entire three-hundred-year, adult lives.”

My stomach dipped. I didn’t have three-hundred more years to live. But however many years I had, I knew I wanted to spend them with him.

My lip began to tremble. “What about Catalina?”

Zayn pressed his mouth into a thin line, clearly trying not to laugh. “Catalina appeared...‘put out’ after learning that I’d called her all the way to the shop, in the pouring rain, for what ultimately amounted to a vigorous foot rub.”

“A...foot rub?” I repeated, unconvinced.

“Yes. Chasing you all over the Fae Realm wreaked havoc on my feet!”

When I gave him a dubious look, he just smiled, albeit sadly.

“I’ll admit, I had every intention of feeding when I first summoned her, but when she arrived... I couldn’t bear the thought of having anyone else but you on my lips when I died.”

A sob lodged itself in my throat. When I was finally able to speak again, my words were hoarse and ragged. “You stupid, hollow-headed idiot!” I tried to shove him, but he didn’t budge. “You are so lucky I showed up to save your ass when I did, because if you had managed to kill yourself, I’d have tracked you down and made your afterlife a living, literal hell!”

“I know. I was banking on it.”

My breath caught as he lowered his head, eyes blazing with green fire, and parted his lips to kiss me. A millimeter before our lips touched, he hesitated, as though part of him still worried he might hurt me.

“Don’t you dare,” I whispered hoarsely, roughly pulling his face to mine.

The moment our lips touched, a soft cry escaped my throat. Every hair on my body stood on end. Zayn, too, made a startled sound as though he’d been caught off guard. We kissed one another slowly, sensually, as though tasting each other for the first time. And in a way, we were. Emotion flooded my chest as I wrapped my arms around his neck, drawing myself closer to deepen the kiss. Zayn’s hand knotted into my hair, crushing my lips against his with an urgency I’d never felt from him before. His tongue danced over mine, and my knees went weak with desire. As I sank against his body, his other arm encircled my waist, cinching me against him with tender, unyielding force.

With a small groan of effort, he broke the kiss, pressing his forehead against mine to gaze deep into my eyes. “I love you, Talia Kestenbaum.”

This time, there was no fear or hesitation. “And I love you, Zæynek al’Bâramahd.”

A low, appreciative growl rumbled from his throat. “I never realized how much I would love hearing you say my full name.” He kissed me again, holding me tightly, as though he never wanted to let go. And this time, I knew he wouldn’t.

Finally, begrudgingly, I pulled away from the kiss. “He’ll come for us, won’t he?” I asked, my eyes flitting to Sol’s distant tower – an ugly, black blemish that marred an otherwise radiant sky.

“Yes.” Zayn’s fingers brushed against the angry red lines that almost bound me to his nemesis forever. “He will.”

“So, what do we do now?”

“Now?” he murmured, brushing his lips against mine. “Now, I reclaim my throne.”

I gasped in disbelief. “Really?”

“Yes. As my Runemaster apprentice, partner, and – I hope – future queen...will you help me?”

I took a long, stunned moment to compose myself before my mouth fluttered open in a feeble attempt to answer... And then immediately snapped shut. 

Much like the screaming whistle of an out-of-control locomotive, the loudest, shrillest, most terrifying sound one could possibly hear in the Fae Realm shattered the air – a harbinger of peril and terrible things to come.

“TALIA JUDITH KESTENBAUM, WHERE THE HELL HAVE YOU BEEN?”

Horrified, I whirled around to find a furious, murderous, purple-clad fae standing before me, clearly out for blood. 

My blood.

“Mom?!”
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Yes, I know – SORRY ABOUT THAT CLIFFHANGER! Please feel free to direct all hate mail here. That said, Talia and Zayn’s adventures will most definitely continue in the third installment of Gilded Blood: Linked! 

Preorder your copy today!
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By the way, if you enjoyed Jinxed, please consider leaving a review! ❤️ More than anything else, your words help indie authors get the exposure we need to create new stories to share with you, our readers.

And don’t forget, you can always follow me online for exclusive news, updates, sneak peeks, and awesome giveaways – including a REALLY BIG, FANTASTIC SURPRISE about the Gilded Blood series, which I’ll be announcing soon.
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The Lightning Conjurer Series
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Three years ago, Aspen (as she calls herself), woke up in an abandoned cabin without a single memory. Forced to start her life from scratch and exist entirely off the grid, she’s led a lonely life, but a quiet one...until now. Suddenly, strange things are happening all around her: phantom tornadoes, exploding fireplaces, massive sink holes – not to mention the strange man that's been following her everywhere she goes.

When Aspen audits a college class for a much-needed dose of normalcy, she’s shocked by the assistant professor’s cold disdain for her, and her alone. Their heated confrontation turns a corner when Aspen panics, accidentally shattering every bulb in the classroom. That’s when Aiden realizes what she is...but he’s not the only one who’s been paying attention.

In her mission to discover who – and what – she is, Aspen must learn to control her powers, navigate her budding feelings for this new and mysterious ally, and, finally, unearth the shocking truth about her past.
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The Girl Who Talks to Ashes
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Things change around Lilah. Like actually change.

An apple disintegrates. People age.

Dogs transform into puppies.

Or bones.

These changes seem to be tied to her epileptic seizures which is why she has to take that daily little blue pill. In fact, the pill works so well that Lilah seems like any other normal teenager.

Until the day she chooses not to take the pill. That day changes everything and Lilah begins to wonder what could happen if she let the seizures happen. But can she control them or will they control her?
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The Little Morsel
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Feral, a retired war hero with ancient bones and thinning scales, has been living in a dragon retirement home for several centuries. There, his daily routine is always the same: wake up with creaky joints, force down the stale protein bars from Bites of Knights, avoid the caterwauling old females on the shuffleboard court, and then return to bed to dream of flying.

But when a tiny stray human shows up at his front boulder, Feral’s ho-hum world is turned upside down. Once a tentative agreement not to eat this strange little “morsel” is forged, the two of them embark on a journey for applesauce that ends with each of them saving the other’s life – in more ways than one.

THE LITTLE MORSEL is a warm, lighthearted adventure that shines a delicate light on loneliness, neglect, found family, and purpose. Multifaceted and relatable, it is a story that can be enjoyed by children and adults alike.
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From the Shadows
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Villainous Tales of Dark Lords, Despots, and Devils
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I thought I would be the hero. Instead, I became the villain. 

They curse me, call me ruthless, insane, unhinged... a monster. 

But is life so black and white?

What if they took the time to understand my motivations? Would they still condemn me if they recognized the same monster lurking inside themselves? There’s a villain inside us all. Unhinge yourself from reality and walk with me into the darkness. 

If you dare... 

From the Shadows is an anthology of twenty-one villainous stories brought to you by the authors of Indie Fantasy Addicts.
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Yiddish Glossary For the Goyim
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Used by Ashkenazic Jews, Yiddish is a language that is related to German (but also has many Slavic, Hebrew, and Aramaic loan words). Though originally written in Hebrew, the below definitions are an American hybrid of Yiddish and English called Yinglish.

Enjoy!
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Boychik

(BOY-chick) n. | term of endearment for a young boy, or a young man, esp. one with whom you are familiar.

Bubaleh

(BUB-e-leh) n. | “little grandma”; a general term of endear-ment, esp. for children

Bubbe

(BUB-eh) n. | Grandmother/Grandma (Zayde is Grandfather)

Chalerya

(hal-AIR-re-ah) n. | a mean-spirited woman; a shrew; harpy.

Chutzpah

(HOOTZ-pah) n. | nerve; insolence; sass; confidence

var: Chutzpahdik (HOOTZ-pah-dik) adj. | Showing

chutzpah

Farbisseneh punim 

(far-BISS-en-eh POO-nim) n. | sour face; bitter-looking face; grouchy face.

Farkakteh

(fuh-KOK-teh) adj. (vul.) | lousy, messed up, ridiculous; shitty, full of shit.

Furshlugginer

(fuh-SHLOOG-eh-neh) n. | something that is old, battered, or junky; adj. old, junky; “piece of crap”

Goyim

(GOY-im) n., pl. | non-Jewish persons, gentiles

Ho(c)k a tchynik

(hok a CHIY-nik) phr. | to nag or talk incessantly; “Stop hocking my tchynik” is Yinglish for the original Yiddish, “hoch mir kein chinik” which literally means “don’t bang my tea kettle.”

Kibitz

(KI-bitz) v. | to meddle; to make unwanted and intrusive comments; to needlessly interfere. 

var: Kibitzer (KIB-bit-zer) n. | one who kibbitzes

Kugel

(KUH-gl) n. | a baked pudding or casserole, usually made from lokshen or Jewish egg noodles

Kvell

(kVELL) v. | to burst with pride or satisfaction, esp. over the accomplishments of one’s loved ones.

Kvetch

(kVETCH) v. | to gripe; complain; to bemoan one’s fate.

Manischewitz 

(man-i-SHEV-itz) n. | Cheap, kosher wine that is often associated with Jewish Passover Seders.

Mensch

(MENSH) n. | a stand-up person of integrity and honor.

Meshuggeneh

(me-SHOO-ge-neh) n./adj. | Crazy; a crazy person.

var: Meshugge (me-SHOOG-eh) adj. | crazy; insane. 

Mishegas

(MISH-eh-goss) n. | madness; craziness; insanity

Moishe
(MOY-shee) n. | male given name; Yiddish variant of the name Moses
Oy! 

(OIY) excl. | a lament, a protest, a cry of dismay, a reflex of delight; Oy! is uttered in as many ways as the utterer’s histrionic ability permits.

Oy gevalt! 

(OIY ge-VALT) phr. | an exclamation of fear, panic, astonishment, etc. A cry for help, such as “Oh my God!” or “Good grief!” (Literally, “Oh, violence!”)

Oy gotenyu!

(OIY GOT-en-yoo) phr. | “God help us!” An exclamation of panic, pain, shock, or dismay.

Putz
(PUHTZ) n. | slang, vulgar: dummy or a silly fool (Literally, slang for “penis”)
Schlep

(SHLEP) v./n. | to haul or carry (something heavy or awkward); a tedious or difficult journey.

Shabbos

(SHA-bus) n. | Ashkenazic term for Shabbat or the Sabbath

Schtup

(SHTOOP) v. | to have sexual intercourse with (someone)

Schmuck

(SHMUCK) n. | slang, vulgar: one who is stupid or foolish; an obnoxious, detestable person. (Literally: penis)

Tateleh

(TAHT-e-leh) n. | a term of endearment for a boy or man; lit., “little father”

Tchotchke
(CHOTCH-kee) n. | a small, cheap, ornamental trinket or souvenir; a knickknack.
Tuchus

(TOOK-us) n. | slang: buttocks

Verklempt

(fer-KLEMT) adj. | overcome with emotion; choked up.
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A Dirge of Salt and Sin – Reprised
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(You can listen to the MP3 here!)
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