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      I was Artemis, Guardian of the Forbidden Forest and protector of familiars. I was feared. I was ruthless. I’d always been the hunter, yet here I was, fleeing for my life. Hunted.

      The forest blurred around me as I ran, my boots slapping the worn path through the forest. Smoke still clung to my lungs, heavy and acrid. My throat burned with every breath, and my eyes stung with tears I refused to shed.

      King Oberon believed I was responsible for killing pureblood galeons. Hunters had infiltrated Perga, shot poisoned arrows at me and set fire to my home. And now I was on the run with Ace, Orion and my wolf familiar, Nala, while the galeon murderer was still at large, free to frame me for more deaths.

      The forest closed in around me, dense with smoke and shadows. I continued to run with my lungs on fire and every breath dragging ash and fear deeper into my chest.

      Ace carried Nala in his arms, her body limp, breathing shallow, her thick fur matted. She hadn’t been wounded, but the smoke had nearly suffocated her before Ace got her out of my burning cabin. Her silver fur, usually sleek and bright, was now dulled by ash. I reached out to touch her, just to feel the rise and fall of her chest. She was still breathing.

      Orion flanked me, silent and grim. Neither man had spoken since we fled town. I glanced back. Somewhere behind us, my cabin crackled in the blaze. We hadn’t had time to think. Just fight, kill, and run. Smoke threaded through the forest, chasing us into the heart of the woods, but it was the absence of pursuit that unnerved me more. We’d killed the men who’d come for us. But in my experience, silence meant danger loomed in the shadows.

      It wasn’t just the king’s men intent on seeing me dead, after all. A group of rogue hunters had also tried to kill me, but their reasons were more mysterious.

      Mysterious as in I had no phaaning clue what I had done to piss them off.

      Ace gritted his teeth as he adjusted Nala's weight. She was on the smaller side for a gray wolf, but that didn’t make her light. His arms had to be screaming, but he didn’t slow. Not after we’d escaped and not after we’d learned my own twin brother had connections to the rogue hunters.

      Paul was the centre of this.

      My brother had snuck me and Ace into the coroner’s office so we could learn more about the immortal galeons turning up dead. When the coroner had arrived unexpectedly, Ace and I hid and Paul swooped in and offered to take the coroner out for a drink. He offered a distraction, a borrowed hour, so Ace and I could escape unnoticed. We weren’t there looking for trouble, after all. We only wanted answers.

      But what we found only raised more questions.

      Everything about the immortals’ deaths pointed to something impossible. Me.

      With the unique iridescent feathers for fletching, the arrows used in the murders were undeniably mine. Worse, the same poison that had nearly destroyed my familiar's bond to me and still left her struggling, had been found on the arrows.

      Ace and I barely made it out of the Death House when the guards came crashing down the hall. We thought we’d succeeded. We’d slipped in and out with no one the wiser of our identities. But by the time we returned to Perga, everything had changed.

      Queen Titania told us the king suspected me in the murders.

      The coroner was dead.

      And my brother was missing.

      No word. No note. No sign of where Paul had gone or why he hadn’t come back. Just silence, and a growing sense that we’d stepped into something far darker than we’d realized.

      We went to his cabin hoping to pick up his trail or at least some clue of what had happened. Only, it wasn’t empty. It was full of stolen goods from Perga’s winter storage and cloth eerily familiar to that used by the rogue hunters. Before we could process what it all meant, we were attacked.

      These were the king’s men, not the rogues, but whomever was behind this elaborate plot wasn’t just tying up loose ends. They were hunting us now.

      And I was exhausted.

      Orion’s stride shortened, his gaze flicking back through the trees. He slowed down, his brows angling down, his eyes squinting. I knew that look. It was his stubborn face.

      “No,” I snapped, grabbing his arm. “Don’t even think about it.”

      “I have to,” he said, voice low but steady. He shook his arm free from my grasp. He kept jogging beside me, but his pace slowed even more. “If anyone survived that fire, they’ll head for Wast. Someone has to stop that message from getting back to the king.”

      “Rye—”

      “I’m not letting them catch you, Em. You’re being framed for killing galeons. The king wants your head. You need to run. I don’t.”

      I hated that he was right, and I hated the tightening in my chest that came with it.

      Ace said nothing, but the muscle in his jaw ticked as he kept pace, still cradling Nala in his arms like she was something precious to him. Maybe she was.

      She meant everything to me.

      “Don’t do this, Rye. More hunters could be right behind us.” Whether they’d be rogue hunters or the king’s men was a question I didn’t want answered right now. Or ever.

      “And we need the balm,” he said, glancing over his shoulder.

      The balm? Why would we need the⁠—

      Right.

      I’d been shot with another laced arrow before we escaped. The last time this happened, I’d come the closest to dying in my immortal life. Orion’s healing balm had provided enough relief for my supernatural healing to catch up.

      My arm still stung from the arrow wound, but none of the effects of the poison were setting in like last time. And I knew why.

      “I’m fine,” I said.

      “It was a poisoned arrow,” the healer said.

      “I’m fine,” I repeated. I didn’t want to reveal what I’d figured out. I couldn’t voice the truth—so terrible and shocking, it carried an automatic death sentence if anyone else figured out I was a pureblood phaanon. Ace had probably already pieced it together, because nothing slipped by him, but would Orion figure it out? Did he still think I was a pureblood galeon?

      “Let me see.” Orion caught up and grabbed my arm. We both stopped running.

      Ace snarled but also stopped. He set Nala on the ground gently and shook out his arms. Sweat dripped from his face and his hair stuck to his forehead.

      “You’re right.” Orion pressed around the wound, his brow furrowed. “Maybe the arrow wasn’t poisoned.”

      “Told you.” I shouldn’t sound so smug, not when I knew the true reason the arrow had no effect.

      “I’m still going back,” Orion said.

      “Why? Those hunters were burning down cabins and attacking us. Some of them may have survived. They may have seen you leave with us.”

      His set jaw told me he heard my words but wasn’t listening.

      “It’s dangerous,” I said.

      He shook his head and looked back in the direction we’d come from. “That’s exactly why I should return. Like I said before, I might have a chance to intercept any surviving hunters before they alert the king of your survival, and there could be injured townspeople. I can’t help anyone by running away with you.”

      “Ry—”

      “I’m a healer, Emi. I don’t leave the wounded behind.” He looked over and nodded at Ace. “Take care of her.”

      Pffft. I could take care of myself, thank you very much. I bit down on my annoyance and attempted a smile.

      Ace chose that moment to glance in my direction. His gaze snagged on my mouth, and he smirked. Nothing got by him.

      “I’ll try to find you guys once I figure out a way to help Nala,” Orion said.

      Before I could say anything else to point out the stupidity of returning to a town that was just attacked, Orion took off, jogging back the way we’d come.

      Dread settled over my shoulders. The path Orion had taken stared back at me while the birds darted among the tree branches overhead. He was making a big mistake.

      “Such a phaaning Boy Scout,” Ace muttered.

      “What does that even mean?” I’d never heard that expression before.

      “Did you learn nothing in school?” Ace asked. “Boy Scouts were a group of overly, well-behaved boys.”

      “I was schooled on the streets, Ace,” I said.

      He narrowed his eyes as if trying to figure out whether I spoke the truth, but he knew I did. He’d been with me when I confronted Marcus from the orphanage. He knew about my awful past. My twin brother and I had been dumped on an orphanage’s doorstep as babies, but the establishment hadn’t been a kind place to grow up. Once we had enough of the verbal and physical abuse, we left and survived on the streets. That was when I discovered my inability to die and when Queen Titania found us.

      “And I highly doubt history contains any group of boys that could accurately be described as overly well-behaved,” I continued.

      “You’re so judgemental.”

      “Am I wrong?” I remembered all the shenanigans Ace and my brother got up to when we were all younger.

      Ace shook his head before kneeling to pick up Nala. Instead of carrying her in his arms again, he slowly adjusted his hold so she lay across his shoulders. She didn’t make a sound.

      A painful, invisible band of pressure tightened around my chest.

      If Orion wanted to be stubborn and return to danger, that was his choice. He was a grown man. The most important thing right now was Nala, and she couldn’t heal if we were constantly under attack. Ace started running again, and I hurried to catch up.

      We ran until the air scraped my throat and my muscles screamed. We ran until my lungs burned and my limbs grew shaky and weak. We ran until I couldn’t run anymore.

      I admitted defeat and stopped to suck in air. “Ace.”

      He turned and looked at me over his shoulder. Our gazes locked and he slowed to a stop.

      “Is she still breathing?” I asked. I couldn’t tell. I couldn’t feel my bond with her, and it made my skin crawl. I stepped forward and rested my hand on her side. Her chest expanded a little.

      I sighed, the tension in my shoulders easing slightly.

      “Where are we going?” I asked. “We can’t run forever, and I’d prefer to find shelter before it starts raining.”

      “Raining?” Ace looked at the sky with fluffy white clouds. “It’s not going to rain for a while. We have time.”

      “The weather changes quickly here, remember? Fall is upon us. The rain is going to set in soon.” I pointed at one of the clouds with a gray bottom inching closer. “See how the bottom of that one is darker? The gray?”

      He nodded.

      “It’s precipitating, but the rain is probably just going to spit a little. The clouds behind that one will be even darker and bring the real rain. We need shelter.” I didn’t really need to explain this to Ace. He grew up in this forest, too, but it gave me a sense of control and knowledge when I felt I had none.

      “I know a place.” He turned and started walking, his pace brisk, but not unmanageable.

      I followed, but I wished to phaan I had another option.

      I’d lost count on how many times I’d been attacked by hunters, and the attacks started around the time this guy walked back into my life. He’d suggested once the queen had sent him to Perga to protect me, but part of me still struggled to trust Ace.

      I scanned the forest. I didn’t often go into this section. It was a buffer area between the forbidden forest and the hunting grounds. It also carried on farther north than the area I patrolled. Where was Ace taking us?

      And why would he know this place when I didn’t?

      “I think you have some explaining to do,” I called out and quickened my pace to catch up.

      He glanced down at me and raised a dark eyebrow. “I don’t believe I owe you any explanations. Besides, how would I maintain my air of mystery?”

      Air of mystery? I snorted. “How do you know this area?”

      “Don’t you trust me?” His lips quirked up at the corners.

      “Not at all and you know it. Things aren’t making sense, and I need you to make them make sense. I’ve never seen you in this section of the forest, at least not growing up, and certainly not after you left. If hunting night bunnies was any indication, you have a little more than the basic skills of living off the land and yet here you are, leading me into a remote, unpopulated area of the forest I know nothing about.”

      He sighed, his shoulders dropping, his grip on Nala relaxing.

      “Do you need a break?” I asked, abandoning my interrogation.

      He scowled before lifting his chin. “Maybe.”

      I waved at a cluster of rocks and bushes lining the path up ahead. The sun was already at noon directly overhead and we hadn’t slept yet. I was exhausted. He had to be, too.

      “Those rocks look like as good a place as any,” I said. “Maybe we should set up on the other side and take a nap?”

      “Are you tired, Mouse?”

      I’d had that short nap before we went to my brother’s place and then ultimately got attacked, but that wasn’t enough to replenish my energy.

      Ace paused and looked down, his dark gaze studying my body. He cursed and walked off the path to the area behind the boulders. He gently set Nala on the mossy ground. She whimpered a little before rolling onto her side. That was actually a good sign. She hadn’t made any sounds before.

      As my familiar, she should be healing as fast as me, but something happened. Ever since she was struck with a poisoned arrow, she hadn’t been the same.

      Familiar-bound galeons and phaanons like myself were supposed to be unkillable, but being “unkillable” was a little misleading. There had to be ways for galeons and phaanons to die as there was a whole war between the two groups that saw horrific fatalities. And to prove that point, bonded galeons had been turning up dead.

      When an immortal died, their familiar died with them. If Nala died, would I be facing my own mortality? Would I even want to survive?

      Were phaanons affected the same way as galeons? After the galeons won the war, they erased all trace of the phaanons. History was written by the victors, after all, and any whispers about phaanons were dismissed as superstition or flat-out lies.

      But these whispers endured.

      Some people spoke of the phaanons as a diverse group of magical beings—not just immortals, but other kinds of supernaturals as well—ones who shifted into animals, ones who sustained their life on the energy of others, ones who harnessed the power of the moon to cast spells.

      Some said not all the phaanons died in the war and escaped back to the land where it all started.

      If any accurate information existed on my own kind and our familiars, I wouldn’t find it in Perga or Wast where the pureblood galeon King Oberon and Queen Titania ruled.

      “What do you think is wrong with Nala?” I asked. “She was doing better before the fire.”

      “It must be smoke inhalation. I don’t know of anything we can do for her other than what we’re currently doing. Fresh air should help clear her lungs.”

      I nodded. “I’m so confused right now. I feel like we’re missing something.”

      “In addition to your brother and the healer?”

      I really couldn’t think about my brother right now. It made my stomach twist and my heart hurt. “Of course, I’m worried about Paul and Rye,” I said. “We still don’t know where Paul is, and Rye chose to run toward danger because he thinks his balm is going to save me. I said I’m fine. I am fine, and now he’s not only placing himself in more danger, but us as well. He might lead the hunters straight to us.”

      “No one will find us.” Ace sounded so strong and sure. Not exhausted and weary like me. I wanted to believe him. I really did.

      But did he not see the mess we made or the trail behind us? “We literally left a dust cloud in our wake.”

      “After our break, we’ll cover our tracks.”

      I sat down on the ground beside Nala and rested my head on the boulder. “That means Rye won’t be able to find us either. He should’ve stayed with us.”

      “I’m not worried about him.” Ace studied me for a long moment before he bent and sat down a few feet away. He stretched his arms across his body, one at a time. “I already knew Onion was an idiot, but what I don’t understand is why you don’t need the healing balm.”

      Ace didn’t like or trust Orion, but the healer hadn’t given him any reason to feel that way, nor had he done anything to deserve such a ridiculous nickname.

      “Mouse?” Ace narrowed his eyes. “Why don’t you need the healing balm?”

      I shrugged and shut my eyes. I hadn’t told anyone about my epiphany. “The arrow wasn’t laced.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You are. Every time you lie your voice changes.”

      I popped open my eyes to glare at him.

      He raised his hands in mock surrender before dropping them to his sides. He rested his head back on the boulder.

      “I don’t know why.” I admitted. “But I sensed right away this arrow wasn’t going to hurt me like the last one.”

      “You have to have some sort of idea,” Ace said.

      “Rye said the magic involved has to be from a pureblood galeon or phaanon. I think I share the same bloodline as the person who created the poison.” I shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Somehow my family is involved. Maybe my parents aren’t dead.” And maybe they were using my brother’s blood, or theirs or mine. My kind were systematically destroyed on sight for generations. The purge was so prolific and thorough, the means of how galeons killed immortal phaanons had been lost. How my brother and I existed was still a mystery I had yet to solve.

      Ace nodded, seemingly taking in the information.

      “You still didn’t explain how you have a place,” I said, breaking the silence.

      He sighed and closed his eyes. “I used to hunt outlaws for the king. That brought me into town quite often, but because I often hunted rogue, unbonded mortals who were closely connected with the community, I had to keep to the shadows. My anonymity contributed to my success as an assassin. As for how I know of a place… Well, it is one of the places I lived. You always patrolled the forbidden forest. Human hunters and immortals alike spend time in the hunting grounds. This section of forest lies beyond your scouting range and is often overlooked and unpopulated by hunters due to its distance from Perga, Wast and Vitor.”

      My mouth felt open. Had I been remiss in my coverage, too narrowminded that an assassin had slipped past me on a regular basis? Too focused to notice Ace lurking in the shadows?

      Ace shrugged and kicked a rock. It bounced along the moss a few times before settling.

      “Don’t feel too bad, Mouse,” he said. “I have no doubt you could’ve and would’ve tenaciously hunted me down if I had come anywhere close to the familiars.”

      “I thought you said you didn’t believe any of the stories about me.”

      “I lied.” His lips turning up at the corners. “But unlike you, I do it well.”

      I pressed my lips together. “I noticed.”

      He turned his head to study me. His hair had fallen in front of his face, but it couldn’t hide the glint in his mahogany gaze. “What are you going to do about it?”

      My heart fluttered and I hated that it wasn’t out of anger. Ignoring the tightness circling my chest, I said, “Right now? I plan to close my eyes and take a nap.”

      He chuckled, but if he said anything else I missed it because sleep had already taken over.
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      A large hand clamped on my upper arm and shook. Jostled awake, I fluttered my eyes open and found Ace crouched beside me. His tussled hair had fallen over his face, casting his chiselled features in shadows. His gaze softened as he studied me in silence. He looked ready to say something but then shook his head as if to banish the thoughts.

      He backed away. “We need to go.”

      I looked up at the sky and tracked the position of the sun. We couldn’t have napped for long.

      “We can rest at the cabin,” he said.

      I groaned softly as I pushed myself from the moss-draped ground. A gentle breeze whispered through the leaves. The sun filtered through the forest canopy, casting golden shards of light across the narrow path, and a white feather glinted in the patch of moss beside me.

      Wait a minute.

      I plucked the feather from its resting spot and twirled it between my finger and thumb. It shone with the colours of the rainbow. This feather belonged to the unicorn of the forbidden forest. I’d know it anywhere. I used these feathers for fletching.

      I hadn’t spotted the feather earlier. Too exhausted, apparently.

      Movement to my right pulled my attention away from the feather.

      A few paces from where I rested, Nala waited—silent and watchful. Her soulful gaze met mine, and at once, her thick tail thumped on the ground in greeting.

      “Nala,” I breathed, emotion catching in my throat.

      I stuffed the feather into my pocket and stumbled forward. Dropping to my knees, I threw my arms around Nala’s thick, fluffy neck, buried my face in her fur and inhaled her familiar nutty scent.

      Nala whined, her body trembling with restrained excitement as she rose, trying to twist her head into the crook of my shoulder, desperate to lick my face.

      I laughed and held her tighter for a moment, grounding myself in her scent before finally standing.

      “She woke just before you.” Ace leaned against a tree with his arms crossed. Shadows brushed his cheekbones. His gaze was sharp and steady, and the softer look from earlier was gone.

      “How long was I out?” I asked, brushing dirt from my palms.

      “Not long enough.”

      “You didn’t sleep?”

      He gave me a pointed look. “Someone had to watch.”

      Guilt twisted in my chest. Well, damn. Now I felt like a jerk. I should’ve offered to take turns on watch.

      “I—” I started, but he cut me off with a shrug.

      “Besides,” Ace added, lips twitching. “You snore.”

      I blinked and placed my hands on my hips with all the indignation I could muster. “I do not.”

      His dark brows rose. “Like one of those wild boars when you stick them with your arrows.”

      Heat flared across my cheeks, but before I could point out wild boars rarely made any sounds when my arrows struck them because of my perfect aim, he leaned to the side to peer around the boulder. “No signs of anyone following us. We are almost there, and I’d rather not rest any longer. I don’t know about you, but my adrenaline is fading quickly, and I’m running on fumes.”

      I nodded and looked down at Nala. “Can you walk?”

      Nala shook her coat and yipped. Guess that was a yes. At least Ace wouldn’t have to carry her anymore.

      “Let’s go.” Ace started walking and I followed with Nala, keeping pace easily.

      My familiar looked much better. The magic that bound us must’ve finally helped accelerate the healing process. The energy of the bond vibrated, and a sense of relief washed over me.

      “I really don’t see how you’re going to hide our very obvious trail.” I jerked my thumb behind us just in case he didn’t realize I was referring to our tracks.

      Ace pulled his shoulders back and tipped his head to the side. “Hear that?”

      I frowned but shut my mouth. What was he talking about? I strained to hear anything besides my quickened heartbeat. Birds chirped in the distance. A gentle breeze played in the leaves. It grew stronger as I listened, signalling the incoming storm. Insects buzzed around while some nasty wasps zipped past. At this time of year, they became lost little assholes without their queen. The katydids hummed along, but it was still too early in the day for crickets. Those would all be gone soon, too, like the wasps. The nights grew too cold.

      I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply. The smell of evergreens and rich soil flowed over me, along with summer floral scents and moss. There was dampness in the air though—not just from the incoming change of the season, but from the proximity to water. In the distance, a fast flowing river rushed by.

      “A river?” I open my eyes to find Ace studying me like one would a feral animal stuck in a trap. “A skilled tracker can still follow us across a river.”

      “Not this one.”

      “Pretty sure this is the same river that runs through Danu Forest.”

      “It is.” His smile widened. “But something is different about it here.”

      “Exactly how is it different?”

      “Magic.” He picked up the pace.

      “Magic?”

      “Come on, you’ll see soon enough.”

      I glanced at Nala. She chuffed at me and continued to lope behind Ace. Seemed like my familiar trusted my partner more than I did.

      When we stepped around the bend, the trail opened to a rocky riverbed. The crystal-clear river rushed by, creating a mist of water to rise from the edges. Sunlight broke through the tree cover and fractured into millions of small rainbows, making the river appear to dance.

      It was a beautiful section of the Danu River, but the water didn’t look any different here than it did elsewhere. At this point, though, I was too tired to argue. Hopefully, the magic Ace spoke of would materialize soon and whisk me away to a warm bed.

      I let out a long breath.

      A wooden post jutted from the ground near the bank of the river. Someone had carved a series of circular and triangular symbols with various lines drawn through them into the weathered wood.

      “What do those mean?” I asked.

      Ace shrugged. “I’ve always assumed they say ‘magic river’ or something like that.”

      I ran my hand down the carving. “Or maybe it’s a warning?”

      “If it’s a warning, I’ve successfully ignored it and look at me.” He patted his chest. “I turned out fine.”

      Part of me wanted to admit just how fine he was, but then the other part of me remembered this was Ace and I’d rather listen to stories of my brother’s sexual exploits than pay this man a compliment. “Debatable.”

      Ace scoffed and jerked his chin toward the churning water. “Let’s go.”

      Nala trotted ahead of us, splashing through the water without a care in the world.

      “It’s not as deep as it looks.” Ace reached back, holding his hand out to me. “As long as we stick to the path.”

      “What path?” We were crossing a river. I reached forward and grasped his hand.

      “There are special rocks,” he said simply as if he hadn’t just announced the most absurd thing ever.

      “Aren’t we a little old for special rocks?”

      “You’ll see.” He flashed me a brief smile before pulling me into the water. He was right, it wasn’t as deep as I thought. It only came up to mid shin where I stood on a large rock beside him. Something shifted beneath the surface of the water and humming rose in my bones. My magic vibrated under my skin and my fingers itched to reach for a bow.

      I rarely felt the power in my veins unless I was shooting at something.

      Ace’s hand tightened around mine. They were firm, calloused and warm. They anchored me, and my magic settled. My heart started to beat harder and not out of fear.

      I swore. This was not the time to think of Ace as anything more than a partner, rival and the most infuriating man ever.

      “Everything okay?” Ace asked.

      “Yes,” I mumbled. Everything was fine except the way my body reacted to him.

      Nala darted forward, effortlessly traversing the river. Each bound splashed up water which shimmered with a strange, silvery light, despite the pale golden daylight. The water didn’t sparkle, it glowed as if it had swallowed the moon.

      “Special rocks,” I muttered. The answer stared right back at me with each lap of silvery water along the riverbank. The water having magic of its own shouldn’t have surprised me. The forbidden forest spoke to me in a way that could only be explained with magic, and I’d met a naiad before and felt the magic rolling off her and the water in waves.

      I was more surprised Ace could sense and use it.

      As if on cue, a gentle breeze swept through the air to curl around me. A warm band of wind kissed my chilled skin, but it didn’t provide comfort. The wind brought a silent warning.

      Danger.

      Behind us, branches snapped. Leaves shook. The sound of hunters moving swiftly through the forest grew louder. They’d found us.

      “Step where I step.” Ace pulled me forward.

      The first stone glowed faintly beneath his boot. I looked down at the swirling current. It might not be deep while standing on the special rock, but it was certainly deep everywhere else. None of the other stones glowed. Whatever magic swirled in the depths of this river, it wanted to help Ace cross.

      “What if the magic doesn’t work for me?” I asked.

      Ace looked back at me, his dark gaze catching the strange light. “It’ll work because you’re with me.”

      And phaan help me, I believed him.

      I stepped onto the stone behind him, and the glow held. Cool mist curled around my boots, lapping at the leather and climbing higher with every breath.

      More cracks echoed behind us. They’d picked up our trail.

      “They’re close,” I said.

      “Then move,” Ace growled.

      One stone at a time, he stepped forward. As we moved, the glowing rocks behind us faded back to their normal pale colour and removed all trace of our path.

      We were halfway across when a man shouted. “This way.”

      They were so close. If they caught us while we were in the river, we wouldn’t stand a chance.

      I moved faster, trying not to slip. The mist grew thicker, coiling around our legs and waists now. It smelled like moss and bark. I missed a step and slipped. My breath caught in my throat as I staggered to the side.

      Ace caught me without turning. He tightened his grip and yanked me forward like I weighed nothing.

      Nala yipped ahead, waiting for us to catch up. She apparently already knew this magical pathway. She’d crossed without incident or help.

      The far side of the river ran deeper. “No special rocks?”

      “We have to jump to get to the other bank,” Ace said.

      And if we missed the bank, we risked getting swept away by the current or caught in the rocks. Fantastic.

      Nala sprang forward, clearing the deep section with ease.

      Ace let go of my hand to make the jump effortlessly. He turned to me, arms out. “Mouse. Now.”

      I launched myself toward him, the last stone fading beneath my boot as I leapt. For one terrifying moment, I wasn’t sure I’d make it. But Ace caught me in his arms.

      I slammed into his chest and his arms wrapped around me.

      “I got you,” he said.

      In that moment, I felt safe and secure, and I wanted to stay there for eternity. I looked up and our gazes locked. Something fierce and determined flashed across his expression, like a dragon protecting his horde, or maybe like a lone wolf who’d just cornered its prey. I wanted to soften that look. I wanted to destroy his confidence. I wanted so much more.

      I wanted everything.

      And wasn’t that just the sad part? Ace couldn’t give me anything but rejection, pain and sadness.

      Men yelling in the forest broke the moment.

      We tore apart and staggered up the grassy bank of the river to run into the safety of the surrounding forest. My heart hammered against my breastbone and my raspy breathing scraped my throat.

      I looked back at our path. Our tracks were gone.

      I took another step and looked down.

      No.

      The tracks weren’t gone. We didn’t make any to find.

      “From what I’ve figured out over the years, as long as we are wet from the river, we won’t make any tracks,” Ace explained. “They’ll follow us to the water and that’s all. They can scour the riverbank, but they’ll never pick up our trail.”

      “We’re safe,” I said, half to him, half to myself, and for the first time since we started running, I let myself breathe.

      “For now,” he said.

      He brushed a strand of damp hair from my cheek. His fingers lingered just a moment too long.

      Exhaustion pulled at my limbs and my eyelids grew heavier with each step. “Please tell me this cabin is close.”

      Ace nodded. “But not too close.”

      More shouting rose out from the far side of the river.

      “We need to disappear deeper into the forest. Having no tracks won’t save us if they catch sight of us.”

      I didn’t need to be told twice. I picked up the pace and followed Ace into the dark shadows of the forest.
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