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      The clock is ticking in this riveting installment of the USA Today bestselling Crossbreed series.

      

      Niko is caught in a powerful spell that was cast from the very book he sought to protect. Trapped between life and death, his chances of returning look grim.

      Gem is determined to set things right. Armed only with her innate knowledge of language, she begins her daunting quest to break the diabolical spell… no matter the cost. When an irreversible action unleashes a new threat, Keystone scrambles into action. Lives are at stake as the team scours the city in search of an elusive foe.

      A bond forged in secrets. A courageous sacrifice. Will Gem succeed at her daring attempt, or will she inadvertently destroy them all?
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        Dear Reader,

      

      

      

      
        
        Moonstruck ended with an unresolved abduction and rescue. This shocking twist deserved more focus than just a side story. Spellbound is not told from Raven’s point of view but instead focuses primarily on Gem and Niko. We are all heroes in our own lives.

      

      

      

      
        
        Spellbound is a full-length novel.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Mastering others is strength.

        Mastering yourself is true power.

      

        

      
        – Lao Tzu
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      The wind howled against Gem’s bedroom windows, and a flash of lightning illuminated the darkened room. Desperate to wake Niko from the sleeping spell he was under, Gem gathered her most precious healing stones into a purse and flinched when a crack of thunder shook the mansion.

      After Crush and the wolves had stormed Cyrus’s home and killed all the brothers, one of the Shifters morphed to human form and carried Niko to the van. Gem didn’t ask why they were there or what they planned to do with the bodies. She didn’t even ask if Viktor had made it through his mission alive. She had simply clutched the red book of spells in her arms and followed them without question, her mind still in a state of shock.

      On the long ride home earlier, Gem couldn’t stop thinking about the moments leading up to her spellcasting. Everything had happened so fast, and there weren’t any other options, not with the fighting and imminent danger of Cyrus using his sword on Niko. Had she recklessly wielded an energy ball, she would have killed Niko for certain. And would it have accomplished the deaths of Cyrus’s men? Probably not. Arcadius had the ability to create a powerful shield around himself, so that left her with only one option. Had she taken extreme measures by invoking a spell from the book? What if Cyrus had only meant to dismember Niko?

      No, no, no. Gem would never accept that as a reason to have sat idly by and done nothing to intervene.

      But why, oh why, had the fates revealed that spell, of all spells, to her?

      Gem hurried down the hall to the opposite side of the mansion. Niko resided on the second floor, as did she, but there were so many halls and rooms between them that they rarely ran into each other outside of the common areas. She still hadn’t let go of the red book, gripping it as if it might grow legs and scamper away.

      Thunder shook the mansion, the sonorous sound swinging the lanterns that hung in the hallways. As she reached his bedroom, wood snapped in the large fire blazing in the hearth across the room. Niko had a corner fireplace near the bed. He could roll on his left side and watch the flames dwindle to nothing but embers. Maybe he couldn’t see fire like everyone else could, but his Mage gift allowed him to see something.

      Crush, Switch, and Wyatt hovered over Niko’s bed, and all Gem could do was stand in the doorway like a statue.

      “Spooky, ain’t it?” Wyatt remarked.

      Crush tugged on his grey goatee, one arm folded around his middle. “You ever heard of something like this happening to a Mage?”

      Switch pivoted on his heel, and for a brief moment, she thought he might shake her and demand to know what she had done. “I have to check on Hunter. If you need anything, let me know,” he said, leaving the room.

      Gem stepped inside, her feet ghosting across the wood floor. She searched Niko’s face for signs of life, but he just lay there with the most angelic look. “Who did that? Who crossed his arms over his chest like a corpse?”

      Wyatt shrugged. “Force of habit.” He reached down and put Niko’s arms to his sides. “Did you try giving him your healing light?”

      She inched up to the foot of the bed. “On the way over. It healed his injuries, but that’s all.”

      Crush turned his gaze about the windowless room. “Maybe we need to put him in the sun.”

      Wyatt shivered and tucked his hands in his armpits. “He’s not a flower.”

      “No, peckerhead. But if a Mage needs light to heal, maybe he needs something stronger. Something constant, like the sun.”

      “It doesn’t work like that,” Gem informed him. “He has to pull the energy from sunlight. It’s a voluntary and intentional process that requires the person to be conscious.”

      “Know any Relics who specialize in Mage disorders?”

      Gem bristled. “There’s nothing wrong with his light.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”

      Wyatt paced back to the fire and stoked it. “He’s afflicted in some way. I’d call that a disorder. Are you sure he didn’t just deplete his energy and zonk out?”

      Gem swallowed, but her throat was dry. “I don’t think so.”

      Maybe Wyatt was onto something. Maybe Niko would sleep it off in a few days and wake up. That seemed more logical than the truth, and right now, Gem didn’t want to talk about what had really happened, not until she had time to think about the consequences.

      Crush jerked his chin at her armload of supplies. “What’s all that?”

      She set her purse at the foot of the bed. “Healing stones. I thought… I thought they might have a curative effect.”

      Wyatt set the metal poker back in the holder before turning around. “You think rocks will help? Why don’t you hit him on the head and see if he’ll wake up?”

      She narrowed her eyes as he tightened the drawstring on his grey sweatpants. “If you want to make jokes, go make them somewhere else, Gravewalker. I know your Breed doesn’t take death seriously, but what if he can hear you? What if he can hear everything we’re saying? Have you given that any consideration?”

      Wyatt bent over the bed. “Niko,” he sang, “can you hear me? You need to fire your interior decorator.”

      Gem slammed the red book on the floor with so much fury that both men straightened their spines at the sound of the leather slapping against the wood. She stalked over to the fireplace, cupped her elbows, and fought back the tears. “How am I going to explain this to Viktor? How will he ever look me in the eye again? I have to fix this… I have to find a way to⁠—”

      “When’s the last time you had any sleep?” Crush asked, his voice as soothing as his touch on her shoulders. “Those dark circles under your eyes were there when I dropped you off in the city, so I know you haven’t had a good night’s sleep in days. You can’t do anything running on fumes. I know there’s a lot you have to figure out, but those things can wait a few hours. You’ve been through a lot, seen things a woman shouldn’t see. Get some shut-eye, even if it doesn’t make sense or seem like the right thing to do. You’ll have a nervous breakdown if you don’t. I’ve been to war, and it’s hell. But even in hell, you have to sleep.”

      Crush was right. Gem could feel her sanity dwindling, and she was having auditory hallucinations of past conversations with Niko and Cyrus. Symbols filled her head like spectral phantoms, and the world seemed to be tipping off its axis. How could she possibly help Niko while suffering sleep deprivation?

      “Here. I’ve got her,” Wyatt said. He put his arm around her and led her to the door. “Come on, buttercup. I didn’t mean to get you all in a tizzy. I’m just a silly Gravewalker. Ignore anything I say. We’ll pick up where we left off in the morning.”

      She rooted her feet in place. “I’m sleeping here.”

      Crush and Wyatt shared a look, then Crush vacated the room.

      Wyatt scratched beneath his white thermal shirt and wrinkled his brow. “What happened?”

      “I hurt them all.”

      Wyatt gave her a quizzical stare. “You blew him up with an energy ball?”

      “You don’t understand. I need to talk to Viktor. Has he called?”

      “Yep. Mission complete. I booked them a flight back, but it’ll take them another day to get to the nearest airport in West Virginia.” Wyatt glanced over his shoulder and gave Niko a long look. “Crush said the other men were piled on the floor like laundry before they even broke through the door. Is that right?”

      She nodded.

      “Holy Toledo. You did all that?”

      She nodded again, only this time with less vigor.

      “I’ll stay here and keep an eye on him. You should get some sleep. I’ve seen freshies who look more alive than you do.”

      Gem stepped back, ready to chain herself to the armoire. “I’m staying here. I’m not leaving him. I’m the one who did this. Don’t you understand? I can’t leave him. I have to fix this.”

      “Fine, fine,” he said, tossing up his hands. “Let me see if he has any extra blankets.” Wyatt got down on his knees and peered under the bed. “And Bingo was his name-o.”

      After pulling out a heavy blanket that felt like mink, he spread it in front of the fire and tossed her a spare pillow. Wyatt hovered near the bed and stared at Niko. “Seems weird to just leave him like this. Should we put a blanket on him? You think he’s cold?”

      The men had laid Niko down on top of his blankets, his clothing still the same beige outfit that Cyrus had forced him to wear.

      Slave clothes.

      Gem walked to the armoire and pulled out pants she’d seen Niko walking around in at night. They were loose and black with a low crotch. “Can you put these on him?”

      Wyatt looked at the pants she placed in his hands as if they were alien objects. “You want me to strip him naked while he’s unconscious? I think there are consent laws against that.”

      Gem clenched her fists, her thoughts still on Cyrus’s abusive behavior. “When you’re done, I want you to burn what he’s wearing in the fire. Every scrap of it. If I find out that you put them in the laundry, Wyatt Blessing, I’ll post our address at the local cemetery.”

      “You’re a pushy dame. Fine, fine. But shoo. Give a man his privacy.”

      Gem took a candle and wandered into the bathroom. She stared at her ghostly reflection in a mirror, which seemed out of place in Niko’s room. Crush was right. Dark circles around her eyes made her look sickly, and though her hair was wound up in two tight buns, it looked as if she’d stuck her head in the dryer. After splashing water onto her face, she grabbed the hand towel neatly folded over a towel ring. Niko was organized, but she guessed he had to be in order to know where everything was. Gem soaked the towel in hot water and wrung out the excess.

      “Are you done?” When she received no response, she peered through the doorless opening and saw it was safe to enter.

      Wyatt stood near the hearth, holding the tattered beige garments. “Why do you want me to burn these?”

      Without answering, Gem grabbed the clothes and hurled them into the flames. The fire ate them up quickly, burning away the torture and humiliation woven into the threads.

      She sat on the edge of the bed and used the damp towel to wipe away the dried blood on Niko’s mouth and temple. Her light had healed his wounds, but unfortunately, it hadn’t been enough to wake him from his slumber.

      Gem barely noticed Wyatt grumbling about unfinished work as he left the room. She meticulously washed off the blood spattered on Niko’s face, neck, and chest. When she finished, she sat back and sighed. Her eyes traveled down to the Creator’s mark on his left pec. For some, that unique mark was a badge of honor. It linked every Mage to the one who created them, a family crest of sorts. How did Niko feel about his? All these years, he’d been associated with a tyrant who’d enslaved his Learners. And even worse, Niko had to share that mark with the most abhorrent men. In some ways, it was a blessing that he couldn’t see it. If Gem had endured the same fate, she might have burned hers off with a hot iron and sealed the scar with liquid fire. Fortunately, her Creator had been her hero, and she couldn’t imagine what others, including Raven, had suffered.

      When she touched his arm to see if he was cold, Niko’s skin felt as warm as a windowpane in June. Gem got up and moved the screen in front of the fireplace so no embers could escape. Then she draped the damp hand towel over it. As much as she wanted to lie down and rest, something compelled her to open the book. Her mind wouldn’t stop turning, and sleeping felt like a betrayal. She rounded the bed and looked down at the floor. What she’d once considered a treasure was now a curse, a demon at her feet.

      Gem bent over and collected the red book that Niko had spent a thousand years protecting. It somehow felt heavier in her arms than before, and the weight of that was from the knowledge of what it could do. She had vastly underestimated its power, and now the burden of that responsibility rested heavily on her shoulders. After crossing the room, she sat on the blanket Wyatt had spread out for her. The fire’s heat penetrated her camouflage leggings and black sweater, making them uncomfortably warm. After unlacing her boots, she set them out of the way and lay on her side, the book inches in front of her.

      How long could Niko remain catatonic without food or water? He would waste away to a pile of bones. Every Mage knew the main forms of death that could kill them, but starvation? Gem once heard a rumor about the rotted remains of a Mage who had been buried alive regenerating after someone had given him healing light. Sickened by the thought, she drew up her knees to lie in the fetal position. This was the single worst thing she’d ever done in her life. Worse than not attending her Creator’s funeral. Worse than translating stolen documents for money.

      Even worse than attempting suicide.

      Her eyelids grew heavy as the fire’s heat enveloped her like a blanket. While she stared at the pages of the closed book, she thought about the sleeping warrior behind her. After all he’d done to protect civilization, this was his reward?

      “I’ll make it right,” she whispered. “I promise.”
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      The next day, the heavens opened up, and rain poured down. The thunderstorm had only been the preamble. It was as if the fates were displaying their contempt. Though Wyatt had prodded her to give him all the details, Gem didn’t feel comfortable revealing the secrets of the red book, not until she spoke to Viktor. Since she didn’t have the ability to destroy the book, anyone who knew about it posed a threat.

      Crush had one thing right: Gem had needed sleep. She hadn’t thought she could do it, but after snoozing for almost eleven hours, she’d never felt more revitalized. With a clearer head, she cast aside any negative thoughts and focused on a plan.

      If the book had the power to create a spell, it must also have the power to reverse it. The answer was somewhere between the pages, and Gem needed to do some serious digging. To ensure privacy, she barricaded herself in Niko’s room by locking the door. Despite Wyatt’s noisy interruptions throughout the day, she worked tirelessly on translations. Gem had previously only scratched the surface with the complex language, and now that she had more time to devote to the work instead of making up fake translations for Cyrus, the process was going much more smoothly. She filled several pages in her notebook while sitting cross-legged by the fire. Niko didn’t have windows, but Gem preferred working by candlelight. She’d brought in lanterns since Niko didn’t have any. The only thing she hadn’t done was change clothes.

      Late that afternoon, Wyatt pounded on the door. “Open up, Gem. I made you something to eat. You’re not going to turn down this delicious food, are you?”

      She sat up straight and thought about his tempting offer. Her stomach was growling, and it had been an awful long time since she’d last eaten anything. Deciding a break was in order, Gem stood and headed for the door. As she drifted past Niko’s bed, she stole a glance at him. Seeing him lying there, unmoving with his eyes closed, sent a chill up her spine. He didn’t look like how she imagined a comatose patient would. He simply looked like a sleeping man who might open his eyes at any moment.

      Gem unlocked the door and peered through the crack.

      Wyatt held a plate beneath her nose and waggled his eyebrows. Her mouth watered at the sight of five pieces of bacon, toast, and jelly. Not exactly a meal fit for a king, but who could turn down bacon?

      “I know how you like putting jelly on your bacon,” he said.

      She arched an eyebrow. “You made this?”

      He gave her an elfin smile that carved laugh lines in his cheeks. “I supervised.” He poked his nose through the door. “How’s he doing? Any signs of life?”

      Gem heaved a sigh and slipped out into the hall, shutting the door behind her. “Still the same. He hasn’t so much as moved a finger.” Instead of inviting Wyatt in, she took the plate and sat down on the floor. Gem felt protective of not only Niko but also the book. He had spent centuries guarding that thing, so she wasn’t going to let just anyone waltz in, not until Viktor returned.

      Wyatt hiked up his pant legs and sat down in front of her.

      Gem used a butter knife to spread jelly on her bacon and gobbled up the entire piece in one bite. “There’s a hole in your sock.”

      Wyatt scratched his ear, not seeming to care. “I have a big toe. It likes to make an appearance.”

      “You don’t clip your nails short enough.”

      “You’re just full of insights, aren’t you?” Though he pretended the comment didn’t bother him, she caught him poking his finger inside the hole and feeling his toenail.

      Wyatt had a morbid sense of humor when it came to death, and he owned a large collection of T-shirts to prove it. Today’s featured a long bone with I Found This Humerus written below it.

      “What’s the scoop? Want to tell me what happened?” he pressed.

      She licked bacon grease off her thumb. “Not until I talk to Viktor.”

      He leaned back on his hands, his olive-green eyes twinkling with curiosity. “Keeping secrets is part of my job.”

      “I can’t.”

      When he threw his head back, his beanie fell off. “O ye of little faith.”

      “What if Viktor wants me to keep it confidential? Christian would have to scrub your memories and erase everything I told you.” She devoured another slice of bacon, this one on a piece of toast.

      Wyatt grimaced. “Scratch that. I don’t want to know anything. I don’t need a Vamp poking around in my head.”

      Gem ate up her third piece of bacon with extra jelly. “Did the mission go okay?”

      Wyatt leaned forward and put the brown beanie back on his head. Somehow it suited him. He looked naked without it, probably because of how messy his hair looked. She wondered if in his younger days he’d kept it short or slicked it back with pomade. The thought amused her.

      Wyatt dusted off his hands. “Viktor mentioned something about a hiccup, which is a rough translation for ‘something went wrong.’”

      “What was their mission? Now that it’s over, he won’t care if you tell me the details.” Gem had wondered about it for some time. Everyone had left in such a hurry, their destination shrouded in secrecy.

      “Transporting Potentials. Three teenagers.”

      Her eyes widened. “Potentials? Real Potentials? I thought⁠—”

      “They were an urban legend? Yup. That’s what everyone thinks, and the powers that be want to keep it that way.”

      A few books she’d read alluded to Potentials, but no one had ever spoken about them as if they were real. Gem marveled at the idea that someone could choose to be any Breed they wanted. Had she been given that choice, she wondered if she might have chosen to be a Chitah.

      Nah. How ridiculous would that look? She would have wound up being the shortest Chitah in the entire world.

      “Are you okay?” Wyatt asked with the utmost seriousness. “Last night was a blur, and I should have asked. Maybe I did, but I can’t remember.”

      “I’m fine. I’m perfectly fine.” She suddenly lost her appetite and set down her half-eaten piece of bacon. Niko wasn’t fine, and here she was, merrily eating outside his door.

      “There’s nothing Viktor can’t figure out. He’s got connections to the best Relics in the world. I’m sure someone out there will know what’s wrong with Niko. It’s probably something to do with his core light. Maybe the circuits misfired. Did you have an epic battle? Can you at least tell me that much?”

      “They fought. I just watched.” Dejected and growing weary, Gem pushed the plate toward him, half the meal untouched. “Thanks for bringing me food. Is Crush still here? I should apologize to him.”

      “For what?”

      “I wasn’t myself last night. I snapped at everyone, and I might have offended him. He’s done so much for us.”

      Wyatt snorted. “The only thing that would insult that man is owning anything other than a Harley. He asked about you this morning. In fact, he was the one who had me bring up the food. Pushy old bastard. He’s in the kitchen, driving Kira batty.”

      Gem quirked a smile. “How so?”

      “He refuses to let her cook his meals. I told him that’s her job, but he won’t listen. He leaves crumbs and dishes piled in the sink, and I even caught him rearranging the canned food. He said something about how the beans don’t go with the pears. Kira has her own system, so you know that didn’t go over well.”

      “Raven’s so lucky. Crush is such a fun guy, and I just love all his wrinkles and grey hair.”

      Wyatt knocked on the floor. “That’s a strange compliment.”

      Gem felt no need to explain. She adored the elderly. They were both fragile and strong, and they were also something she’d never be. The life they’d lived was mapped on their skin, and Gem could see that Crush had experienced tremendous hardship but also joy. From the deep frown lines on his forehead to the laugh lines around his eyes, he was a man who had truly lived life.

      “How long are they staying? The wolves, I mean.”

      “Until Viktor walks through the front door.” Wyatt scratched his head and yawned widely. “I can’t wait for things to get back to normal.”

      Normal. What an odd concept. Could life ever get back to normal with Niko lying in a coma? Would Viktor continue accepting new assignments? Would seasons pass while Niko remained in that bed?

      “Wyatt, can you do me a favor?”

      He collected her plate. “That depends.”

      Gem stood up and unwound her lavender hair from the tight buns on her head. “Send Viktor up the moment he walks in the door. Tell him it’s urgent. And…” She hesitated. “Did you tell him about Niko?”

      “He knows something’s wrong, but I didn’t give him the details.”

      “Don’t tell anyone else.” She felt her cheeks heat with shame. “I want to talk to him alone before everyone rushes in and—” Blames me, she thought.

      “Okeydokey.” He stood up with the plate in hand. “Just do me a favor?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Don’t go crazy in there. You have that look you get when you’re knee-deep in a special assignment. You and I are like mad scientists. We get obsessed with our work until it takes over our life. Just… just be careful how far down the rabbit hole you go. Sometimes it’s not easy to find your way back.”

      “Have you ever gotten lost?”

      Wyatt popped a piece of bacon in his mouth. “Sometimes I wonder if I ever returned.”
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      Gem awoke to crashing thunder. No, not thunder. A fist pounding against the door. Sitting up on her makeshift bed on the floor, she rubbed her sleepy eyes. After a full day of translations, she’d nodded off, thinking to take a short nap. But exhaustion had gotten the best of her, and now it was after midnight.

      The incessant knocking forced her to get up.

      “Coming, coming. Wyatt Blessing, you don’t have to be so—” She swung the door open. “Viktor.”

      Gem’s chest tightened. Though she had prepared for this moment, the words knotted in her throat when Viktor entered the room.

      She closed the door and shadowed him. Viktor was a formidable man, one who had given her hope in the bleakest of times. That hope was slowly withering like a flower in the rain as he turned his head and gave her a shuttered expression.

      Viktor’s gaze settled on Niko’s unconscious body and then moved back to her. “Wyatt sent me up. He said that something bad happened, so I told everyone to stay downstairs. What is going on?”

      Her jaw hung lax as she, a wordsmith, searched for the right words. “Niko’s under a spell. He won’t wake up.”

      Frown lines appeared in Viktor’s brow. In just the few days he’d been away, his silver beard had filled in. He usually styled it short along the jaw and longer around his chin and mouth, but all of it had grown out. His black cargo pants and turtleneck smelled musty and had what could only be bloodstains on them. Gem should have felt guilty for not allowing the man to shower before she dropped a bomb in his lap, but Niko’s dire situation couldn’t wait.

      “Spells are for children’s books,” he said.

      Gem took a deep breath and then started explaining everything. From the moment Arcadius had drowned her in the pool to Niko surrendering himself to Cyrus as a servant, she left nothing out. She described the silver cuff that blocked her powers, the threats and blackmail, the plan she hatched to free Niko, and the sudden battle at the end. Viktor quietly listened, standing beside the bed with his eyes shifting between Niko and her notes scattered on the floor. She told him about Niko guarding the book for centuries and the power it contained. When he challenged her beliefs, she knelt by the book and found an innocuous fire spell.

      “I’ve never read the entire spell,” she said. “And I don’t want to. But I can show you a small example of the power.”

      He clasped his hands in front of him and looked down at her, signaling with a nod for her to continue.

      Gem found the passage and ran her fingers over one section while reading the words aloud. “In darkness, I call upon the light of the sun.”

      The flames in the fireplace roared, and every lantern burned brighter. Gem snapped her hands back and watched Viktor’s reaction. She didn’t dare read any other portion of that spell aloud, not without knowing the repercussions.

      After another few seconds, the flames in the room returned to their normal state. She breathed a sigh of relief, still not fully trusting the power in the spells. Her fingertips burned, and she wiped them on her pants as she stood up.

      “See? And that’s just one part of the spell. It’s supposed to give someone light in the dark, but who knows what it really does? Maybe the fires will burn forever or burn everything down. There aren’t any references in the book that explain what the spells do. Only the person who wrote this book really knows. All I can do is read the spells and come up with a best guess.”

      Viktor used his foot to close the book. “Do not do that again.”

      He strode to the wooden bench by the armoire and sat down. Since the team had orders to remain downstairs, Gem and Viktor had complete privacy. Gem crossed the room and sat beside him. The shirts she’d yanked out of Niko’s armoire were still in a heap on the floor. Other things were out of place from when she’d searched his room for the book, but none of that seemed to matter. Gem had put crystals all around the bed in hopes that they might restore Niko’s energy. Viktor hadn’t asked about them, but he must have understood her desperation.

      “Is there not a reversal spell?” he asked.

      “I’m looking, Viktor. I’m trying. The language is ancient and complicated. It’s a combination of symbols that form single words and phrases as well as parts of a word. The book I found at the pawnshop doesn’t have a complete translation. It’s like someone started but never figured it all out. This isn’t something I can do overnight. Filling in the blanks would be foolhardy. I was lucky I found a passage with every word translated.” She wrung her hands, noticing that her silver nail polish was mostly chipped off. “I don’t see any reversal spells. It’s not that kind of book. Maybe there’s another book out there that has them. Or maybe I’m just not smart enough to figure it out.”

      Viktor leaned back against the wall and sighed. “We cannot tell anyone about the book,” he said decidedly. “What have you mentioned to Wyatt?”

      “Nothing. He knows that Cyrus wanted a book, but I didn’t tell him anything about what it could do. I kept everyone out of the room while I worked. Even if people discover the book, it’s more important that they never find out what it does.”

      “Agreed.”

      Unable to look him in the eye, she stared at her feet. “Do you hate me?”

      Viktor placed his rough hand on hers. When he spoke, his voice was comforting, like warm cider. “Niko was very concerned about your safety when we heard about your disappearance. But he is not the only brave one. You saved his life. You must feel a tremendous amount of guilt for his situation, but you are alive, and he is alive. And most importantly, Cyrus and his men are not.”

      Gem hopped to her feet. She often found it difficult to sit still when she was brimming with emotions. It was as if they rose up inside her like tiny bubbles in a champagne bottle, and when shaken, her cork might pop if she didn’t move around and burn off the energy. “I can do this. It’ll just take time. I’ll work day and night.”

      “Nyet. I do not want you working around the clock.” Viktor leaned forward. “There might be… other ways.”

      She rose onto her tiptoes and clasped her hands together. “What other ways?”

      He tried to smooth his hair back, but the locks kept flipping out of place as if they had been styled by a cyclone. “I want you and your partner to visit a Relic tomorrow. She is an associate of mine, and I value her opinion. But do not reveal how this happened or discuss the book. We must be very careful about keeping this a secret from everyone, including your partner.”

      “How can she help if she doesn’t know all the facts?”

      “Explain his condition and see what she says. She might have answers.”

      “Do you want us to bring her here?”

      Viktor stood up and rolled his shoulders back. “Only if she thinks seeing his condition would help. Call me ahead of time so I can prepare.” Viktor stared for a long moment at Niko. “I only hope for his sake that she has answers.”

      Gem swallowed the lump in her throat. “How long can a Mage stay this way?”

      Viktor shook his head. “Do not ask questions unless you are ready for the truth.” He lightly squeezed her shoulder. “Go to sleep. You will need your rest.”

      “I can’t leave him.”

      “I will remain.”

      Her belly did a flip. “What about everyone else?”

      Viktor guided her to the door. “They will stay out. You and I will take turns watching him. I do not want him alone for a moment. The book stays in here.”

      “But—”

      “No arguments. The book is safer here for now. You cannot keep moving about with such a valuable instrument. Others will notice. If he has protected the book for centuries, then it was not by displaying it to others. Niko is a clever man who knows the importance of keeping valuable things out of sight, an interesting challenge, considering he cannot see what the obvious hiding spots would be.”

      “I could stay with you. That way, I could keep an eye on him while you shower. I bet you haven’t even slept.”

      “Spasibo. I have slept, little one. It is time for you to do the same. Your notes will stay with me. I do not want you working yourself to death.”

      Gem was torn. She didn’t want to leave, but she trusted Viktor, and he needed time to digest the facts. After he closed the door, she felt a glimmer of hope.

      Once inside her dark bedroom, she passed the scenic windows on her left that overlooked the courtyard. The rain must have stopped. Normally the sprinkles would tap against her windowpanes, but it was quiet now. Her feet brushed over the colorful rugs that covered her floor, and though she couldn’t see in the darkness, she knew how many strides she needed to reach her canopy bed.

      Because of all the fabric, she used candles sparingly. There were some in mason jars, but the vast majority of her lighting was derived from battery-operated lights she’d artfully hung about the room. Gem switched on the ones that twined around the corner posts and overhead railing of her bed. The violet swathe of sheer curtains hanging from the sides lit up like an enchanting aura.

      As she crawled across the purple-and-gold patchwork quilt, she felt heavy with sadness. Her positive mindset had gotten her through the day, and she’d accomplished so much after verifying her notes against books in her private library. But now that she was alone with nothing to offer a distraction, all she could think about was Niko. Could he hear everything going on around him? Was he a prisoner trapped inside his own mind? She hoped not. Even worse, what if he no longer had a soul? What if she somehow broke the spell and something else woke up in his place? Something not Niko.

      She gasped when someone crawled into bed with her. “Claude, you gave me a start!”

      Gem had been so lost in her thoughts that she hadn’t heard the door open. Once her heart slowed down, she settled back on her right side while Claude curled on top of her feet to offer his warmth. The smell of clean soap wafted off his bare chest as he lay there like an Adonis. Sometimes he was too handsome for his own good and used it like a charm. Chitahs were confident, persuasive creatures, and that perfect trifecta made it easy for Claude to get what he wanted. It was what made him perfectly suited for spy work at his day job among both male and female clients.

      “What upsets you, female?”

      “It’s been a long week. I really missed you guys.”

      He turned his head and rested his chin against his broad shoulder. “I thought you were lost to us. I wanted to be the one who brought you back, but Viktor sent Niko. I’m your partner. I’m supposed to protect you, and⁠—”

      “I know,” she said quickly, noticing a ripple of spots appearing on his torso. Claude was visibly upset, and she could only imagine how he had taken the news. “This is how it had to be. There’s nothing for you to fret about. It’s over. I’m fine.”

      “You’re not fine, but we’ll talk about it later when you’re ready.”

      Claude was so different from anyone Gem had ever met. Some of the intimate acts he performed for her were ones that Chitahs normally did with family: purring, curling up in her bed, and even bringing her meals. Since the day that Viktor had assigned them as partners, Claude had always treated her as if she was special.

      When a rumbling purr sounded, she sank back into her pillow. It calmed her like nothing else, and she marveled over his innate talents. “Did Viktor talk to you?” she asked.

      His purr died down, and Claude propped his head in his hand. “He said Niko’s fallen asleep and won’t wake up. He ordered us to stay away until otherwise told. Does Niko’s condition have anything to do with the men who were chasing him?”

      She frowned. “Why would you ask that?”

      “The man we captured fell asleep too.”

      She sprang to a sitting position. “What other man? Kallisto?”

      “I don’t know his name, but Raven recognized him. He followed us into the woods.”

      Gem couldn’t believe her ears. All this time she thought Kallisto had set his sights on breaking into the mansion and going after Hunter. Cyrus’s threats were oblique, so she’d assumed he’d go after someone she’d least expect. Crush had crossed her mind, as did Kira. She had forgotten about Kallisto in the midst of all this madness. “Tell me what happened.”

      Claude’s fangs punched out, marring his angelic face with a ferocious appearance. “He tried to murder the children.”

      She clutched the pendant around her neck. “He went after the children?”

      That was ten times worse than going after Keystone. Cyrus must have decided that Keystone members were expendable, but children weren’t.

      That conniving little monster.

      “They’re okay,” Claude assured her. “But we almost lost one. Our duty was to transport them to a secret location. One female fled with her boyfriend, but we know where to find her, and Viktor is going to drop in on the family and have a little chat.”

      “What did Kallisto do? You said you almost lost one.”

      “Toward the end of the journey, lions were hunting us. And then this Mage comes out of nowhere and shoots a poison dart into one of the boys. If the deviant hadn’t fallen unconscious on his own, I would have killed him myself. Slowly.”

      “What did you do with him?”

      “Viktor turned him over to the higher authority. He’ll be spending the rest of his life in Breed jail. I think there were disagreements about executing an unconscious man, but hopefully someone has the good sense to do what’s right. No one should ever harm a child and live.”

      Gem secretly wanted the man to rot behind bars. Death was too swift, and an eternity in a cell would serve him right.

      Claude frowned. “Is Niko afflicted in the same way? What happened?”

      “I can’t say.”

      His gaze lowered for a moment. “Understood.”

      Claude was admirably trusting. He knew they were each bound by duty, so he never pressured her to divulge private information. Even on the rare nights when she had nightmares, Claude never prodded her to talk about them. He didn’t need to. He could scent her fear, her pain, and even her sorrow. Gem needed his unwavering support, so she kept much about her past private.

      After all, if he found out her dark secrets, he might think differently about her. His affection might come with conditions, and Gem couldn’t afford to lose that. Claude was the closest thing she had to a friend, but much of their relationship was based on their partnership.

      Claude quietly watched her, lifting her emotional scent with a twitch of his nose. Then he stroked her calf as if she were a wounded animal. She didn’t dare tell him about the drowning, not now. He’d flip his switch and squat over her all night like some kind of guard dog. As adorable as that could be, she wasn’t in the mood for coddling.

      “Don’t worry about me, Claude. I’m just peachy.”

      “All the same, I think I’ll sleep in here tonight.”

      “You’re barely dressed.”

      He dropped his head onto his bicep and smiled.

      “Is everyone else okay?”

      His smile withered. “All but Blue.”

      Gem’s blood ran cold. “What do you mean? She’s dead?”

      “No, no. But she was badly injured.”

      “Kallisto did that?”

      “The lions. Niko was our last resort to heal her, but it seems that the fates have played a cruel joke. I’m not sure if it would have made any difference. She shifted on our journey back, but too much time had elapsed.”

      Gem clutched the sheet, looking at him for answers. “What’s wrong with her?”

      Claude sat up, his curls of blond hair mussed. After heaving a sigh, he lowered his gaze. “She’s badly scarred. A lion mauled her, and she couldn’t shift enough times. It’s… it’s bad. But you know Blue. She’s brushing it off and pretending nothing happened. All of this is my fault.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      He glowered. “I put on the mask you said was cursed. The one at the pawnshop.”
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