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	Chapter 1

	 

	I’d left my friends behind without an explanation, without telling them where I was going, without a goodbye, and I’d left them in the company of demonborn at the house of a couple sealed to Caius’s younger sister, Lilly. I carried the guilt of that as I stood in the portal, just as I carried the surety that it was for the best. With my hand clasped firmly in Caius’s, I waited for everything to settle while inside the guilt warred with confusion over the kiss Caius and I shared. It still had me jumbled up. 

	The portal we came through from the mortal world stopped shimmering. Caius let go of my hand the second we stepped away from it. 

	We were in another forest, only this one was lush with trees that stood above a low carpet of thick green grass. Warm golden sunlight sparkled off a narrow, crystal clear stream that wound past where we stood. Brightly colored fish darted among rounded rocks under the water while trees that looked like weeping willows dragged their pale pink, leafy fingers across the surface. 

	Strange bird calls filled the air, and flowers I had never seen before bloomed along the grassy bank of the stream in a riot of soft colors. So different from the cold, snowy landscape we left behind in the mortal world, it looked like a fairytale forest. 

	I inhaled the sweetly scented air and smiled. “It’s beautiful.” 

	Taller trees grew beyond the willows, their deep blue leaves rustling in a light breeze. A small deer with tiger-like stripes stepped close to the glittering stream and dipped its nose to the water. I watched, almost holding my breath for fear of scaring it. 

	The breeze shifted, carrying my scent toward it. The deer raised its head and stared straight at me, water dripping from its muzzle. There was no tension in its body, no fear in its eyes, only curiosity.  I got the strangest feeling I could walk right up to it and it wouldn’t run.

	Caius, who had already started down the path, paused and looked back at me. “Get a move on, Reaper.”

	The deer jerked its gaze in Caius’s direction, snorted in alarm, and bounded away, disappearing among the trees in three graceful leaps. I shot a scowl at Caius. “You didn’t have to scare it.”

	“We aren’t here to sightsee, and this isn’t a zoo. The Between is a wild place, it’s best you remember that.” He turned without another word and began walking.

	I followed him, trying to take in the unfamiliar trees with their pale, almost shiny, smooth bark, perfectly straight branches, and long, narrow blue leaves. Caius moved fast enough that I couldn’t properly appreciate them as I worked to keep up. Wondering why he was in such a hurry, I asked, “Do you think they are going to catch up to us that fast?”

	“They won’t catch up to us at all. They weren’t physically linked to us. The portal won’t deliver them to the same spot.” He glanced back at me. “My family and your friends aren’t our concern now.”

	“Then why the hurry?” The path led over a pile of rounded rocks, and I scrambled over them, feeling sweat bead on my face even though the temperature was about as perfect as it could get. The combination of a long-sleeved shirt and cloak was going to be too warm here. 

	“We have a long way to go. The sooner we are done here, the better.”

	How far away was our destination? I glanced at his tense shoulders and closed body language and decided I would let him walk off whatever was bothering him before I asked for more details. 

	I wondered at his distant tone and clipped answers. The kiss had seemed so… but no, he was just trying to stop the firestorm I had started. It hadn’t meant anything to him. I’m sure in the many years of his life, he had kissed lots of women. Though I was certain of my deduction, it didn’t stop me from feeling something.

	It was my first kiss, and what a first it had been. Just the thought of it made me mushy and tingly deep in my gut. What would it be like to have him kiss me like that and mean it? 

	Caius kept up a brutal pace. Despite the difficulty I had, I actually appreciated it. The hard walk forced me to focus on the trail and navigate the occasional obstruction. It also exhausted me. Both were good things since they kept my mind from wandering to places best left alone. 

	I doubted he had lingering thoughts over it. He would want someone taller, more elegant. Someone more experienced in all the ways I wasn’t. Someone who wasn’t some weird mix. That’s what I was, a mutt. A Heinz 57.  I really needed to stop thinking about it.  

	After a couple of hours, we stopped to rest next to the stream that continued to follow the path. Its clear water was better than any I’d ever tasted when I gulped it down. I pulled off my black reaper cloak and ripped the sleeves off the snug, long-sleeved t-shirt I’d been given at Lilly’s safe house. It was much cooler without them. Caius watched me pull a few loose threads still hanging from the seams and said nothing. In fact, we hadn’t spoken since we entered the forest. 

	In an effort to ignore him, I focused on the trees surrounding us. A squirrel scampered a short way along a branch before stopping to eat something. Stripes, the same deep blue color as the leaves, ran horizontally down its slim, dark body and bushy tail. It paused and cocked its head at me, nose testing the air. A quick, dashing scamper brought it closer to me. I could see now that its eyes were a lighter blue than the stripes in its sleek fur. I gazed at it, entranced by the colors that were so different from its mortal world counterparts. 

	A raven glided through the trees and landed not far from the squirrel. The movement sent the strangely colored creature scrambling for cover. I lost sight of the squirrel as its fur quickly blended into the foliage. I turned my attention back to the raven, who stared at me with an odd intensity.  

	The bird made me think of my friends, and I looked away from it. A twinge of regret for ditching them tugged at me, and I ruthlessly quashed it down. It was safer for them this way. They couldn’t keep risking their lives for me. 

	Even though I was sure of my course of action, I couldn’t help wishing Bethany and James were here. It was certain I didn’t deserve them as friends, but I still wanted them. Hopefully, they would forgive me someday for just disappearing.

	When Caius finally stood, I was more than ready to walk again. It was just better if my mind stayed occupied with physical exertion. I started to drape my cloak over my arm before changing my mind and tossing it on the ground. 

	Caius glanced at it and frowned. “Not taking it with you?”

	Shrugging, I walked away from where it lay. “I’m done dragging that thing around with me. I have a warrant for my arrest. It’s not like I’m a reaper anymore.”

	“You are a Daughter of Morrigan; you will always be a reaper.” 

	Yay me. Daughter of an angel and Daughter of Morrigan, a mix that was strictly outlawed. And now, thanks to Caius saving my life, I had Archdemon blood flowing in my veins, too. And, of course, there were the Sentinels who were tasked with capturing me and taking me to my death. Tack on the fact that I had been lied to by the people I was supposed to trust, nearly killed by a crazy hidden chamber, as well as demonborn, and even Caius’s own mother. 

	Even the people who were supposed to stand with me wouldn’t because I was somehow supposed to bring about the end of something. There was the stupid freaking dagger that I wasn’t even sure would do what we thought it would. Add to that whatever my feelings were for Caius—I hesitated to think too closely on those because it seemed like it would be easier to take his eventual rejection if I never gave the feelings an actual definition—and it was just freaking fabulous to be me. 

	As my rambling mental rant came to its conclusion, I realized Caius was waiting for me to say something. “Yeah, but it isn’t the cloak that makes me one. That’s what I meant.” I glanced back at the pile of black material. It had felt good to be a part of something. To belong. “I’m nothing but a pawn on a chessboard now, and everyone either wants to use me for their own ends or knock me off the board.”

	Caius didn’t say anything, just watched me with unreadable eyes. When he started down the trail again, I followed without a backward glance at the item that had once marked me as part of a new family. A slight breeze drifted through the woods, cooling the bare skin of my arms as I walked forward into whatever future awaited me.

	He didn’t speak to me the rest of the day, and I didn’t try to initiate conversation with him. Walking behind him was both a blessing and a curse. A blessing because he couldn’t see me watching the way he moved with almost feline-like grace. A curse, because I could watch him all I wanted and it was better if I didn’t. As if I didn’t have enough problems on my plate. Did I really need to add lovesick infatuation to it as well? Especially when it was for someone who didn’t return the feelings, someone I should never enter into a relationship with anyway.

	Darkness slowly settled over the forest. Neither of us had any trouble seeing despite that, and for a while, we kept going. I’m not sure how long we continued through the heavy blackness blanketing the forest floor while various strange bird calls and animal sounds echoed among the trees. At first, I worried about what might be out at night in this forest in the Between, but after a time, even that wasn’t enough to keep my attention. Nothing seemed interested in approaching us—or attacking us. 

	We hiked for hours in darkness before we finally stopped to rest. Too tired to care much whether or not I might be eaten while I slumbered, I curled up against the trunk of a tree and closed my eyes. Sleep took me almost immediately. 

	I wandered lost through blood-splattered snow while demonborn stalked me. I shivered, though the snow didn’t feel as cold as I remembered. Maybe because all of my concentration was on keeping silent as I moved past trees whose limbs were weighted with a coating of white that gleamed in the moonlight. I didn’t know if I was searching for something or trying to get away. 

	The snowy landscape stretched on forever. Always there was blood, bright red and gleaming, staining the thick blanket. I seemed to move in slow motion as I waded through the depths of it that rose above my knees. My breath came heavy from the exertion, even as the skin on my face warmed from it. Shouldn’t the frozen air make my face cold? A slight ache in my side made me wonder if I’d been injured. I wanted to check, but was afraid to stop moving. If I paused to rest, even for a moment, they would find me. 

	A fire glowed in the distance, beckoning me forward from across a wide expanse of snow. Somehow, it seemed safe. Not the fire, but the person it represented. I tried to think of who that was, but it escaped me. I only knew that if I could reach those flames, I would be safe from my pursuers. Unwilling to expose myself by crossing directly to it and unable to take the time to consider my best move, I began to circle toward the fire, keeping to the cover of the trees. 

	Though the sheet of snow that spread out between me and the light was unmarred by even a single footprint of any kind, droplets of blood still glimmered on its surface. I watched, horrified, as the blood coalesced, running together, steaming hot in the frigid air as it became a river through the center of the clearing. I stepped back. The snow trembled, then melted into the river of red, soaking my feet.

	A demonborn landed with a splash in front of me, his eyes wild, fangs in full view. 

	I jerked awake, my heart pounding. The instinct to be quiet and stay hidden was so strong in my mind that I swallowed the gasp that tried to break past my lips. The ache in my side was more pronounced. I quickly felt for a wound, only to discover a small tree root under the place I had lain. I must have rolled onto it. As the confusion from my sudden waking cleared and the nightmare images faded, I became aware of Caius’s cloak covering me and a small fire dancing happily a few inches off the ground. 

	It was stupid that a dream could scare me so much. Even so, I searched for Caius, needing the reassurance that I wasn’t alone. He sat on the other side of the fire, his back against a tree trunk. His eyes held mine. It almost looked like he was going to say something. I looked away first, grateful he didn’t remark on the way I woke. Embarrassed that he’d witnessed a nightmare getting the best of me, I shifted off the root, buried my face under the cloak, and did my best to find sleep again.

	If I dreamed again, I don’t remember. I woke slowly to a small, persistent sound. An alarm clock? No, I had rarely ever needed one of those, even in the mortal world. Besides, this wasn’t steady enough for that. I pushed myself to a sitting position, the cloak falling back as I did. 

	It was lighter now, maybe early morning. With the thick canopy of leaves above, it was impossible to tell for sure. The sound continued. Plaintive and frightened, it almost sounded like a strange bird or bug screaming. Even so, it tugged at me. I glanced around our campsite—if it could be called that. There was no sign of Caius.

	I slowly stood, stretching to relieve stiff muscles. Somewhere in the tangle of branches above me, a raven called. The strange bug-like call came again. Glancing around again, I carefully stepped off the narrow trail, following the sound. The noise grew louder as I crept closer. When I peered through alien-looking ferns, the cry cut off in a hiss. I stared. It stared back. It was a rather large kitten, probably three or four months old.

	I looked around apprehensively. Where was its mother? If the kitten was this big, then the mother must be roughly the size of a cougar. Not something I wanted to come face to face with, especially if she thought I was disturbing her baby. After several seconds, I turned back to the kitten.

	Its short fur was a rich, charcoal grey. Jet black ears sported small tufts on the tips, and its ice blue eyes were heavily lined in the same black that made streaks down either side of its nose. Comparing it to mortal world cats, it had the markings and ear tufts of a caracal and the build and size of a cougar. Like the two had been crossed, if either of those types of cats came in that color or had long, fluffy tails. Careful not to make too much noise, I crept back toward camp, anxious to put space between me and the kitten before its mother showed up.

	It didn’t take long to make it to the tree I had slept by. Caius’s cloak was still crumpled where I’d left it on the ground, and he was still gone. Unsure of what to do, I sat down and leaned against the tree. The morning was cool against the bare skin of my arms, and I pulled the cloak over my lap, tucking my hands under it.

	A faint crackle pulled my attention to the ferns and bushes I’d just exited. A small shape bounded through the shadows beneath the undergrowth, and then the kitten slid into view. It sat there, across the path from me, its bright blue eyes focused intently on mine. There was an intelligence in its gaze I wasn’t expecting. After a long moment, it broke eye contact and set about washing its front paw as if it sat near people every day.

	I couldn’t take my eyes off it. The kitten, though big, was absolutely adorable, and its dark gray fur looked so soft. Something caught its attention. It crouched suddenly, eyeing my side of the path. In a sudden, not quite graceful movement, it leaped across the path and pounced. Whatever it was, it must have been a figment of the kitten’s imagination. It arched its back and bounced in a circle, batting at nothing, then stopped and stared at me as if shocked I was still there.

	After a bit, it crept forward and explored the edge of the cloak, watching me closely all the while. When I made no move, it sat down and let loose its strange bug-sounding meow.

	Slowly, I took my hands from under the cloak and held them toward the kitten. It gave them a wary look before carefully sniffing them. It stared me in the eye again for a long moment before climbing onto my lap and settling on the cloak. It had to weigh a solid fifteen pounds. Seeming content, it began kneading the cloak and, unfortunately, my leg. 

	“Ouch!” I gently lifted that paw and pushed more of the material between me and the claws. The kitten peered up at me, eyes half closed as if pleased with itself. I traced my fingers lightly down its back. The kitten surprised me by purring. As I carefully pet it, aware that it was a wild animal that might take offense at any moment and tear into my hand, I asked, “Where’s your mama, little one?”

	The kitten blinked at me. Getting braver, I began to rub around its ears. The kitten rolled in my lap, exposing its underside and the fact that it was a female. I moved to scratch her belly. As soon as my fingers touched the fur there, she shot off my lap with a hiss. Okay then, no tummy rubs. She sat on the path and groomed her front paw again while occasionally shooting me offended glances. 

	“I’m sorry,” was all I could offer. 

	The kitten looked like she couldn’t decide if she should forgive me or not. Then, something in the undergrowth caught her attention, and she disappeared into the vegetation. At first, I could track her movements through it, but after a while, the sounds faded, and I was left on my own again. 

	Caius almost made me jump out of my skin when he stepped onto the path. Still listening as hard as I was for the kitten, I should have heard him coming. He handed me some sort of berries that were mottled red and purple. “Eat up, we need to go.”

	I rolled my eyes as I popped the first berry in my mouth. Of course, first, he was off doing whatever all morning, and now he wanted to hurry up and go. My face crinkled up at the taste of the berry and I almost spit it out as the bitter juice coated my tongue. “Ew.”

	“Eat them.” Caius didn’t look at me while he put the fire out. “They may taste foul, but it’s all there is right now.”

	I stared at the large pile still in my hand. Maybe getting it all over with at once would be better. Unsure of the wisdom of the thought, I dumped them all into my mouth, completely filling it. The second I bit down, I knew there had been no wisdom whatsoever in the idea. Shuddering in revulsion, I chewed as fast as I could and gulped them down. I scrambled to my feet, hurried to the stream, and drank mouthful after mouthful of water to rinse the taste of the nasty things from my mouth.

	Caius had his cloak on by the time I finally stood, feeling a little waterlogged. He raised an eyebrow. “A little dramatic, don’t you think?”

	I scowled at him. “They were vile, and you know it.”

	“They were food.” 

	“Barely.”

	Without responding to that, he led the way down the path. 

	Occasional rustles in the thick undergrowth followed us as we hiked through the forest. A time or two, Caius paused to scan the area behind us, golden eyes watchful. I suppressed a small smile because I knew exactly what kept making the rustle in the vegetation, the snap of a twig, and other small sounds. Although I hadn’t actually seen her again, I’d listened to enough of her rather clumsy stalking techniques after she’d taken off earlier to know it was the kitten. Why she was following us instead of taking off to find her mother, I didn’t know. 

	A bright band of sunlight cut across the path up ahead. Maybe it was a clearing, though something about it looked off. When we reached it, I knew why. The band of light separated two very different kinds of trees. The new trees had dark, smooth bark, gnarled branches that started low on the trunks, and wide, dark green leaves. There was no slow changeover. It almost looked like some giant axe had carved out a boundary of fifty feet or so between the two kinds. An axe that hadn’t been gentle with the paler trees. Many of the branches on this side were broken off.

	Caius appraised the new trees for a long moment before crossing the open space. As we passed under the branches, his pace picked up even more. I walked faster, doing my best to keep from slowing him down. 

	Despite my determination to maintain the speed, after a good hour, my legs started to burn from practically power-walking. “I know we have a long way to go, but do we have to cover the entire distance at this speed?” 

	He slowed slightly. “We need to be out from under these trees before dark.”

	“Why?” My eyes narrowed when he looked at me. “Are you going to turn into a gremlin if you’re under these trees after dark?”

	Caius snorted and shook his head. “Not me, the trees.”

	“Wait, what?” I eyed the trees warily.

	“When the sun sets, the trees wake up. We don’t want to be among them when they do.”

	“What do you mean, they wake up?” What in the nine hells was he talking about? He didn’t answer me, and I was left with my imagination conjuring up possibilities as tension kept me wound up in a fight-or-flight mode. 

	***

	“I needed to put distance between us. There were too many consequences to allow anything else.” ~Caius
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	Chapter 2

	 

	As the day wore on and we still trudged through the forest, the tension leached out of me, and I quit paying much attention to it, though the lack of the tree dwellers I’d seen in the first forest worried me. In fact, there were no bird calls either. Even the quiet rustle of the kitten following us had stopped, leaving behind an ominous quiet. Only the occasional deer track across the trail reassured me that something besides us occupied the forest.

	Trying not to think too much about it, I broke the silence by asking the question that had been weighing on my mind since we stepped through the portal. “Why are we even doing this?”

	“Doing what?” Caius barely glanced at me. 

	“This?” I motioned to the trees. “Alaric and Sinmar have obviously been dishonest with us. Why are we still going after the dagger? We don’t even know if it will do what they say. Wouldn’t it be better to go after whoever or whatever is causing the Lost and take care of the root of the problem?”

	“If you have any way of knowing who or what is doing it, I’m all ears,” Caius said as he ducked under a low-hanging branch.

	His statement had me stumped for a moment. “Well, shouldn’t we be trying to find out then?”

	Caius stopped and faced me, frustration in his eyes. “If we had any way of doing that, I would have already tried. Unfortunately, there isn’t a way. Alaric and Sinmar both claimed to have no idea. I don’t know if that’s true or not, but short of fighting our way through all of Midtween and interrogating the two of them, we have no way of discovering that either.” A low growl rumbled in his chest, and he glared at the trees as if it was somehow their fault. “All we can do is see this through and hope the dagger does what they claimed.”

	“I guess you’re right.” Resignation filled me. “I don’t like not knowing. I hate running blind.”

	“On that, we agree.” Caius started down the path again. 

	We walked in silence after that while my mind lingered on the Lost. So many souls. It was heartbreaking and terrifying. 

	As the light slowly faded, I started to worry again. Since Caius wanted to be away from the trees before dark when they woke up, whatever that meant, it was probably best if we didn’t spend the night among them. And yet, the sun was obviously tracking lower in the sky, even if it didn’t penetrate much into the forest. A raven’s urgent call echoed among the trunks. The first and only bird sound I’d heard since stepping under the branches of these trees. A shiver ran down my spine. It wasn’t until I saw glimpses of sunlight between the trunks that I dared hope we were reaching the end of this silent, tomb-like place.

	It was late afternoon when we finally left the trees. A wide plain spread out in front of us, the horizon defined by the shadowy peaks of distant mountains. The stream flowed well beyond the trees before making a large curve to the left and flowing parallel to the edge of the woods, and it was an edge, though it was uneven. The trees seemed to just stop at some agreed-upon point. There was no thinning. One moment, we were walking under a thick canopy of trees, and then we weren’t. The path also curved to the left, staying between the water and the forest.

	Caius sat down at the edge of the stream. I glanced back at the woods. In the late afternoon light, it looked more foreboding. I sat down where I could keep one eye on the forest and another on the open plain across the stream. Who knew what might lurk out there?

	Caius held out his hand, and a flame appeared in his palm. I leaned forward. “Can I do that?”

	The fire disappeared as he studied me, an unreadable expression on his face. A little uncomfortable under his gaze, I said, “I mean, since I appear to be channeling your power, it seemed like a good idea to try. Maybe if I can learn to make smaller flames, I won’t explode into a fireball the next time I accidentally draw on your powers.”

	“I don’t know if I can teach it to you.” His eyes were still locked on mine as if he were searching for something in them. “It isn’t just think fire and you have it, at least not for you, not yet. Like angel and Morrigan power, in the beginning, it’s emotion that will allow you to connect with and use them. And you keep yours bottled up until they explode, and then so does the power.”

	I snorted. “I have used angel power already with my staff and my shield.”

	He withdrew his hand, and I wondered if he was going to let me try. “In the beginning, demons frequently use negative emotions to fuel our powers. It isn’t required, we can use any emotion we are feeling most strongly at the time, but typically negative emotions are easier to access quickly.”

	“And I’ve done the same,” I mumbled, looking down at my hands folded in my lap. Every time I had touched Caius’s powers, I had been angry or hurt, or both. “So, you just get angry whenever?”

	“No. Like I said, any emotion will do, and after a while, it won’t take emotions at all. After a while, it becomes second nature; it comes when you need it before you even have to think about it.”

	The tone of his voice was still distant. I glared at him. “You haven’t seemed very emotional to me. In fact, you’re pretty damned remote most of the time.”

	Caius shook his head. “I don’t have to show them to feel them. I don’t bury them. You do.”

	A sarcastic reply rose, but I didn’t say it because it would only prove his point. Whenever I got uncomfortable with my emotions, I tended to cover them up and not think about them too much. It was easier than confronting them. I hated feeling out of control. And I already knew that Caius wasn’t interested in teaching me how to feel without exploding. If something like that could even be learned.

	Caius regarded me for a long moment, and I knew he was watching my neutral mask, waiting to see if I would lower it. I didn’t. I couldn’t. If I did, it would let in the sorrow over the loss of my mother, the terrible gut-wrenching knowledge that she could have saved herself if not for me, the crushing blow from finding out I was completely alone in this world because my mother hadn’t been Victoria’s mother, the years of rejection from my peers that had left me isolated, and the emotional hurt I’d taken at the hands of bullies. It was too much to let in. Better to keep it out. 

	With a sigh, Caius stood and motioned for me to do the same. “We can try. Maybe if I can help you learn this, you will be able to tap into your angel and Morrigan powers more. With the purity of both in your heritage, you can do much more than a staff and shield.”

	Intrigued, I asked, “Like what?”

	“Why don’t we just start with attempting fire in a familiar way?”

	Shrugging, I stood. However, he wanted me to start out would work. I needed to get control. “How come whatever my angel and Morrigan powers are, they don’t ever come out? Only yours? And how can I use yours at all?”

	“Since the heavy infusion of my blood, some of mine appear to be yours as well. At Nadia’s, you mentioned that Alaric said you had a lot of determination, which is a good emotion but a neutral one. It can be used for any of the powers, but its neutrality makes it a weak emotion to use. As to your angel or Morrigan powers, when you are happy or feeling love, have you ever needed your powers?” he said with the impersonal voice of an instructor. 

	I shook my head. I’d never had reason to use my powers when happy or when feeling love. When I was feeling either of those emotions, I was usually relaxing with my reaper family. 

	“In those times of determination, your angel and Morrigan powers do come out. It’s why, during a fight, you have more stamina, a stronger staff for longer, why you are able to continue with injuries that should leave you dying on the ground, why you have more speed and power than normal reapers. But you don’t recognize those that keep you alive, and any offensive power you are using is all directed into the staff.” 

	He motioned toward my hands. “Try and make a staff of fire.”

	How was I supposed to make my staff out of fire? “Why a staff? Wouldn’t one of those hovering fires you do work as a first try?”

	“The staff is what you are used to, so we will start there. It’s also the easiest thing. Anyone with even a drop of immortal blood in their veins can make a staff. It’s like toddlers drooling. It comes naturally, and all of us can do it.” He braced his feet and crossed his arms, obviously waiting for me to try.

	“Fine.” I sighed and held my hand out, trying to envision my staff as flames instead of a glowing white bar. I felt my own power rise; it came with ease, and a long white staff flared to life in my hand.

	“That’s not fire, Reaper.” 

	I ground my teeth and let the staff go. Reaper. He was back to using what I was instead of my name, which pissed me off. It was like he was purposely letting me know the kiss meant nothing. Not that he had to go to the trouble. I got it. It may have affected me, may have changed how I felt about him even more, but it had done nothing for him other than stop a firestorm. 

	It wasn’t a big deal. I was used to being rejected. His disinterest was nothing more than a blip on my life’s radar. 

	I latched on to the irritation his attitude was bringing on. Maybe if I used negative emotion, I would have more success. I gave my hand a shake and held it out again, focusing on the emotion. The staff appeared, this time streaked with red, but no flames.

	“Still not flames, Reaper.”

	My gaze snapped to his, anger flashing through me as I let go of the staff. “I have a name, Demon. I’m well aware of the fact that I’m a reaper, thank you very much. I don’t need you to remind me.”

	The markings prickled across my shoulders, and a staff of flame burned in my hand. I should have been thrilled with it. Instead, I was too busy seriously considering the prospect of smacking Caius upside the head with it to feel any pleasure. And then the staff exploded, flashing into a white-hot inferno shooting from my clenched fist in both directions. 

	Startled, I tried to jump away from my own hand. Which didn’t work so well since my hand was attached and all. It was enough, however, to make the fire disappear. Frustrated, I huffed a breath of annoyance. 

	Caius raised an eyebrow, his face expressionless as he said, “At least you managed to achieve a fire staff…briefly.”

	“Well then, tell me, Obi-Wan, exactly how am I supposed to control it?” I seethed and, for a second, considered trying to bring the fire staff back. Maybe I could smack him with it before it exploded. 

	Caius watched me, his golden gaze considering. Finally, he asked, “If you want to hit me so bad, why don’t you?”

	“What?” 

	“Don’t try to deny it. Your body language speaks volumes. Why don’t you go ahead?” His stance was now one of waiting. I guess he planned to prevent any strikes against him. Not that he needed to worry about it. I may fantasize about it occasionally, but it didn’t mean I would actually do it.

	“Because it isn’t right to hit people, no matter how mad they make you.” I folded my arms, mainly to keep myself from the temptation of the staff. 

	“I doubt I would even feel a hit from you. And a staff made of fire isn’t going to hurt me. So go ahead, get it out of your system.”

	“No.” I glared at him. “Sorry, I don’t work that way.”

	“So,” his stance relaxed a little, “even though you are angry enough to hit me, you restrain yourself.”

	“Uh, yeah.” Was that so foreign to him?

	“Same concept when controlling the anger, you were using to fuel the fire staff.”

	I blinked. Oh. Yeah. That made sense. 

	Caius knelt and held his hand out. A ball of flame filled his palm, and he dropped it where it burned a few inches off the ground. He glanced at where I still stood. “And that, Padawan, is your lesson in control tonight.”

	Unable to decide if I was still irritated with him, pleased with my new understanding, or happy he’d thrown my Star Wars reference back at me, I turned my gaze to the trees. I was under no delusions that I would suddenly have control, but just understanding the how would make it easier to attempt, even if I failed again. 

	Caius straightened and came to stand in front of me. “Though you’ve done enough with your power for now, there are still other things you should learn.”

	“Like what?” He still had that instructor tone, and I wondered what he had in store for me now.

	“Like learning to use more than your power to fight. You have no clue how to fight without a weapon. And even with one, you can use your staff well enough against eaters, scarabs, and other lower demons, but you can’t defend yourself against more formidable foes.” 

	“Scarabs?” 

	“The things that attacked us that first night.”

	So, they had a name other than hell beetles. Good to know. He held out his hands, palms toward me. “Hit me.”

	I took a step back. “What?”

	“Throw a punch at my hands.”

	“Fine.” I threw my right fist forward with everything I had. His hand didn’t move even a fraction of an inch.

	With a sigh, he lowered his hands and moved around me. “Plant your feet like this.” He adjusted my stance, and I tried to ignore the warm feeling of his hands on me. “Hold your shoulders like this, arms like this.”

	When he appeared satisfied with my stance, he stood in front of me again with his hands up. “Again.”

	For the next two hours, he put me through my paces as he taught me how to punch properly, how to hit in other ways, and other basics of hand-to-hand combat. Not that I was suddenly a ninja or anything, that was going to take a lot longer than two hours, but it was a start. 

	During the last part of the lesson, he worked on teaching me to break out of a hold. By that time, I was exhausted from the day and having a hard time concentrating as he easily slipped past my inexperienced attempts to fight him off with my newfound knowledge. He wasn’t gentle, but he wasn’t unnecessarily rough either when he grabbed me yet again and held me with my back crushed against his chest, one hand over my mouth. 

	I tried to do as he’d instructed to break loose, but was getting nowhere. His warm breath brushed past my ear as he said, “If I were an enemy, you would be dead or captured. You aren’t putting enough effort into it.”

	“I’m practically falling asleep,” I complained when his hand fell away from my mouth. 

	Caius released me and stepped back. “You think an enemy is going to wait until you are well-rested to engage? You will have to learn to focus through it.”

	He was right; I needed to be able to protect myself with or without powers. I sighed and reset myself, waiting for his next mock attack to come. 

	Caius watched me for a long moment. “Perhaps not tonight, though. We can work on it each evening.” He motioned toward the fire. “Rest for now.”

	***

	“Eventually, she would have to learn to use her powers without resorting to anger. I wasn’t sure I could be the one to teach it…” ~Caius
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	Chapter 3

	 

	The last of the light faded from the sky, and as it did, the trees in the forest began to glow. They varied in color from bluish white that reminded me of reaper replenisher, grey, a red that reminded me of Caius’s cloak, purple, and green. Some trees were a combination of colors. Their luminescent bark and leaves bathed the ground beneath them in multicolored light. 

	Again, I was struck by the fairytale feel. “Is that what you meant when you said the trees would wake up?”

	Caius only nodded, his gaze watching the glowing trees warily. 

	I was about to ask what made the forest so bad when the first shriek froze my thoughts. I stared at the beautiful trees as a shiver worked its way down my spine. “What was that?”

	“Some of the trees are carnivorous. Some are simply defensive of the area covered by their branches. All are sentient.” Caius glanced at me, then returned his attention to the sinister forest.

	Another scream, long and drawn out, echoed from farther away. I swallowed hard. “So, some of the trees are hunting? What are they hunting?”

	“Whatever walks beneath them. The main food source of the frell deer grows beneath those trees. And like all good predators, they often adopt the color pattern of neighboring benign trees to confuse their prey.” Somewhere not far inside the glowing foliage, a branch snapped, a snarl ripped through the air, and a tree shuddered. Caius chuckled at seeing the confusion on my face. “Sometimes, the trees aren’t the only predators hunting.”

	“I thought no one from Midtween ever came here. How do you know so much about it?” I folded my arms, wishing I had kept my cloak. It was cool enough now, and without it, I somehow felt less protected against whatever other strangeness this night might throw at me.

	“Reapers and guardians don’t come to the Between. Demonborn do all the time. It’s the hunting ground of new demonborn before they gain enough control to take to the mortal realm.” Caius drew up one knee and rested his forearm across it. “The best blood is that with some immortal in it. After that, mortal human blood. Without the option of the other two, whatever can be found in the wilds of Between will suffice to sate the bloodlust.”

	“Bloodlust?” I was almost afraid to ask. He was speaking to me normally with none of the distance, and I was hesitant to break whatever it was that changed his mood.

	My question didn’t seem to disturb him, and he answered, “Demonborn usually hit bloodlust somewhere between eighteen and twenty-one. They become consumed with the craving for blood. They don’t need it, but they want it the way an addict wants their fix.” He shrugged as if it was no big deal. “We find bringing them to Between to hunt and satisfy their desire works better than trying to suppress it. The bloodlust comes in waves—oftentimes with months in between the need. It passes by the time they reach their fifties.”

	Unease crawled through me. “Um, with so much demon blood in me, am I going to have to worry about this?”

	Startled, he glanced at me. “No. For one, you have enough angel and Morrigan blood in you to offset the demon. For another, you have mine, and I passed bloodlust so long ago I can barely remember it.”

	“Good, because no offense, I don’t think I could handle that.” The relief was so strong, if I hadn’t already been sitting, my legs would probably have given out. His comment about me having his blood brought up another question that had lingered in the back of my mind since I was pulled from Eisheth’s trap, and Rowen had said it didn’t help that it was Caius’s blood in my veins. “Why does it matter that it was your blood and not another demonborn?”

	He didn’t look at me this time; instead, he continued to face the forest. “Try to get some sleep, Josephine.” 

	And just like that, I was shut out. Fine. Whatever. I guess it was his secret to keep. Still, I couldn’t keep my thoughts from wandering around, trying to think of a plausible reason his blood would be different. It was an unsuccessful endeavor. 

	I lay back on the ground and stared up at the dark expanse of sky, doing my best not to think of the way it had felt to have his arms around me, to be tight against him during our practice session. He’d been nothing but detached and professional during it, but that hadn’t stopped me from feeling things. 

	The ground wasn’t particularly comfortable, and I only achieved a light doze that I woke frequently from, thanks to the occasional scream that would echo among the trees and the unnerving snapping of branches. The last wouldn’t have been so strange had there been any wind at all, but the air was perfectly still, which meant the branches were moving on their own. As the night wore on, the noise quieted down, and a deeper sleep found me.

	I jerked awake just as light was starting to show in the sky. The smell of roasted meat filled the air. Sitting up, I twisted toward the fire, where broken limbs created a rough spit. Caius was in the process of taking the meat away from the fire. He shoved it off the stick that was speared through it and placed it on a wide, flat leaf. Another of the leaves held a large pile of iridescent white berries. 

	“Where did you get the food?” I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and leaned toward the meat as my stomach rumbled. 

	“The trees don’t always finish their kills. This was a young frell deer. It was only half eaten and a fresh kill. I took a haunch, then found the berries.” Caius motioned toward the pile. 

	I stared at him in shock. “You went after a kill made by one of those trees?”

	“We needed food. I originally went in to hunt, then found this. It saved me time.” He frowned at the look on my face. “I didn’t go that far. You were perfectly safe sleeping here.”

	“I have no doubt. I just can’t believe you actually went near those trees.” I recovered from my shock enough to feel the ache in my stomach. 

	“Any tree that tried to hunt me would have ended up getting hold of more than it bargained for, and they know it.” He tore the haunch in half and placed one-half on another leaf, piled a bunch of the berries on it, and handed it to me. 

	I eyed the berries with caution. The last had been so nasty, I wasn’t sure I trusted these. I turned my attention to the meat and picked it up, though it was still hot from coming off the fire, and was surprised at how tender it was. It practically fell apart in my hands and had some sort of sticky coating on it. Raising a bite to my face, I smelled it and found the scent to be something between venison and beef. Taking a small amount in my mouth, I chewed carefully. It could have used some salt, but even so, it had a delicious, slightly sweet flavor. I stuffed another, larger bite into my mouth. 

	After swallowing, I tried one of the berries. The firm skin contained a juicy interior that burst across my tongue in a wave of sweetness, like someone had crossed strawberries and bananas. It almost reminded me of the flavor on the meat.

	“Did you put berries on the meat?” I asked before stuffing another bite of the tender, moist, frell deer in my mouth. 

	He nodded around his own mouthful, and after he swallowed, he answered, “Cooking changes the flavor of the juice some and makes it a perfect thing to baste roasting meat with.”

	“How do you know how to cook wild food in the Between? I thought demonborn only came here during bloodlust.” I grabbed a handful of berries and popped them in my mouth. 

	“Those who come here for that never come alone. An older demonborn always comes along to protect the young one who is often too foolish, inexperienced, and distracted to be trusted not to fall in a hole.” He tore another chunk of meat loose. “It can last for up to two weeks at a time. Most mature demonborn know what can and can’t be eaten here. Learning gives us something to do while we let the young ones hunt and keep them from getting themselves killed.”

	“Well, at least you made good use of your time.” As I tore off another chunk of meat, a plaintive bug-like call carried from the edge of the trees. Pausing, the piece of meat hovering near my mouth, I turned toward the sound. 

	A large ball of charcoal-gray fur bounded across the grass toward me. Before either of us could truly react, the kitten flung herself into my lap and reached up with her front paws, claws latching onto the meat in my hand. 

	“Hey, you little fiend!” I tried to pry the kitten away from the meat. A high-pitched growl emanated from the kitten as she held on tight and snatched at the meat with her mouth.

	Caius rose, took two steps, and lifted the kitten by the scruff of her neck. She flattened her tufted ears and hissed at him. He frowned. “What in the nine hells is a Bastet kitten doing out here?”

	“Put her down, she’s hungry.” I frowned at him. 

	“She?” 

	“Yes. She introduced herself to me the first morning here while you were off picking nasty berries. She followed us for a long time. I thought she quit when we got to those crazy trees.” I motioned toward the forest.

	Caius lowered the kitten to the ground. Before she could attack the meat in my hand again, I threw it on the ground. She pounced on it and started eating like she was ravenous. And without a mother, she probably was. I felt a strange sort of kinship with the kitten as I tore off more meat and tossed it to her. She growled and planted the claws of one paw in the new chunk while still working on the first. 

	Caius watched with an ambivalent expression on his face.  “What do you intend to do with it?”

	“I don’t intend to do anything. I assume she will follow or stay as she chooses.” I smiled as I finished the rest of my food, giving several more pieces to the kitten in the process. If she stuck around, I would have to think of something to call her. “I feel amazing after eating this. Thank you.”

	He shrugged as if it were no big deal. “The wild food in Between will sustain you better than mortal food and much better than the synthetic stuff in Midtween.”

	The energy flooding my body as it soaked up the food made me feel like I could go days without resting. I glanced at Caius as he finished his, glad that we seemed to have achieved some sort of friendliness again. “So, where do we go today?”

	“We follow the river until it reaches the coast.” He put the fire out and stood. 

	“How far is that?”

	“Depends on how fast we move.” He must have seen the dismay on my face because he added, “It’s an easy hike.”

	I got to my feet. “Wish we could shift here. Flying would save a lot of time.”

	“You can, but I wouldn’t advise it,” Caius said as he started following the path that continued next to the stream. 

	The kitten bounded along behind us. I eyed the trees nervously as the path curved closer to them. “We can? Then why was I told we can’t?”

	He glanced over his shoulder at me. “It’s easier to tell people they can’t so they don’t try. Not that it’s usually a worry for those on your side of the river. They don’t come out here anyway. It’s not a good idea to have people with angel blood wandering around where young demonborn are bloodlust-hunting.”

	“Okay, but why?” He still hadn’t answered my question.

	Caius paused and turned around. “The Between is full of odd energy. Once you become your other, you have every possibility of not finding the person inside in order to change back. After a while, you will lose all of you and become the raven wholly.”

	“Oh.” It was all I could say. I mean, what else was there? “Avoid shifting at all costs, then, got it.”

	Amusement glinted in his eyes before he started walking again.

	***

	“The dangers of the Between are many. But the biggest danger to me came in the form of the small woman who walked at my side.” ~Caius
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	Chapter 4

	 

	We didn’t speak anymore while we followed the stream and path as they weaved in and out of the edge of the woods. The kitten disappeared often, sometimes for an hour or more, only to show back up again. The day crawled as we walked in silence, which gave me plenty of time to think. I sifted through all of the details since we started on this ridiculous journey until one stood out.

	The sun was high overhead when we finally stopped for a break. The kitten was off doing whatever she did when she disappeared. While it was nice to sit down, I didn’t feel particularly tired. In fact, I still felt pretty energized. There were other benefits to a rest, though, like the fact it was easier to talk, and I had more questions.

	“After you got me out of your mom’s death trap, Rowen said something about a prophecy.” I weighed the sudden guarded look in Caius’s eyes and pressed forward. “What prophecy?”

	“It’s something the Morrigan said before she went into her slumber. A view of the future and, many believe, a warning.” His gaze met mine. “I only know pieces of it. As far as I know, only Rowen, who was chosen as her Watcher and Guide, knows all of it.”

	“Rowen is only a thousand years old,” only a thousand years old, it sounded weird even as I said it, “and the Morrigan went to sleep over ten thousand years ago. How can he be chosen for anything?”

	“Just because she slumbers doesn’t mean she is incapable of doing anything. He is the oldest of her remaining Children and was given the full prophecy.” A grim expression settled on his face. “I honestly hadn’t considered the prophecy until he mentioned it.”

	“What does it have to do with me?” 

	“It may have everything to do with you.” His liquid gold eyes studied me again. “It talks about the mix of four bloods, which you almost are. It could definitely be you it speaks of. Or it could have nothing to do with you.”

	“What parts do you know?” My mouth asked it before my brain could decide if I really wanted to know or not, and a part of me wished I could take the question back. 

	He sighed. Obviously, he’d been hoping I wouldn’t ask. 

	 

	“Sound the trumpets

	Hear the thunder

	Let the ties

	Be torn asunder

	 

	Cast the Child

	Upon the wind

	With darkness her consort

	She returns again

	 

	At her feet

	The blood of war

	For when the Child comes

	The Morrigan rests forever more.”

	 

	I stared at him in horror. Though I didn’t understand what most of it meant, the last part was pretty damn clear. There was going to be a war, and it was going to be my fault. It wasn’t just me getting worked up; I really was the cause of all of this. And it sounded like I would be the end of the Morrigan. Unable to speak, I looked away before he could see the tears that stung my eyes. 

	“There are more verses, but I don’t know what they are.” His voice was rough. “They may not be as dark as these.”

	If I didn’t know better, I would think he was trying to comfort me in some way. I stared at the ground, my gaze following the progress of a bright purple, iridescent beetle as it made its slow way down the edge of the path. The prophecy made me sound evil. I would come with darkness and start a war. 

	Finally, I got myself under control enough to ask, “If I’m supposed to end the Morrigan, why has Rowen been helping me? Or any of my friends? They love her, and I’m going to end her.”

	I didn’t see how it was possible that I could cause the death of the Morrigan. She was a god, the original creator, older and more powerful than any other. I was just a mutt created by some crazy ass angel. 

	“Like I said, only Rowen knows the full prophecy. Maybe he knows something we don’t.”

	A stick blocked the beetle’s path. It could probably crawl over it, but I reached down and moved the obstacle anyway, just to give myself something to do. Was the dagger a part of the prophecy? Was there a verse about the Lost in there? Was I the cause of that, too? 

	Needing to change the subject, I asked, “Why are demonborn so much stronger than guardians and reapers?”

	It seemed a safe enough subject and one that had been nagging at me anyway.

	“Guardians and reapers, generally, have only trace amounts of angel in them. Even most of those in Rowen’s group have less than an eighth Morrigan. Rowen and a few others have a little more. Demonborn all have one full half that is demon.” He stood and looked down the path, and I knew it was time to go. “It’s a testament to the Morrigan blood that even with smaller amounts, once they get enough age on them, they are mostly an even match for demonborn not born to an Archdemon.” 

	I stood and brushed the dirt off my knit pants; they really weren’t the best for hiking. They were the least of my problems, but it was easier to focus on that rather than the fact I was apparently going to destroy everything. “We should go.”

	His gaze swept over me. “You can create new clothes anytime you want, you know.”

	“I can what?” My surprise was complete. “Why would no one tell me that?”

	“None of them is a full half-and-half hybrid. Angels and demons can do it, so can demonborn. For us, it’s as easy as shifting. None on your side of the river has enough angel, or even Morrigan blood, to do so. I doubt they realized you would be able to. You can clean yourself too, though a shower is still more satisfying.”

	“How do I do it?” Finally, something useful that didn’t involve getting my friends hurt or destruction of any kind.

	“Use your power the same way you would to make your staff or when you shift. This is another basic thing that should come naturally. Instead of envisioning the raven, envision clothing. See the clothes in your mind. Then, mentally, see them in your hand.” He held out his hand, and I watched in amazement as a new black t-shirt appeared in it. 

	Eager to try, and because it took my mind completely off the whole prophecy thing, I held out my hand, palm up. Pulling on my angel power was easy; I had used it many times to strengthen my staff.  Unfortunately, all I got was my staff.
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