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      My dead mother lay in front of me like a porcelain doll, cold and unemotional, just like she’d been most my life.

      Aris stood at my back, looking down at her, too, as she rested in her coffin. Without his warmth, his strength, I might have collapsed.

      So much had happened in such a short amount of time.

      My mother had died protecting me. Roma turned out to be Ivona in disguise, an even bigger betrayal because she’d been so much like a mother to me in ways my own mom hadn’t. But, at least I had my friends back. Their forgiveness after everything I’d done to them meant the world to me.

      I touched my stomach and inhaled a ragged breath.

      Aris whispered in my ear, “Let’s go sit down.”

      I nodded numbly as he took my hand and guided me to the front bench of the old cathedral. Gor, who had been sitting as still as a gargoyle at the end of the aisle, nuzzled his snout into my palm. I petted him absentmindedly, my gaze briefly catching Samira and Briar. They each gave me encouraging looks, their eyes filled with compassion and sympathy. Behind them, the church was packed with well over two hundred people. Not in my wildest dreams did I think my mother could draw this kind of crowd. Not in life, and certainly not in death.

      The priest stood and began to speak, but his words slurred together in my ears. I couldn’t separate them. My mind was as numb as my body. I watched the sunlight spilling in from a stained glass window track across the stone floor, vaguely aware that people were standing around me. Was it over?

      “Lynx?”

      My eyes flickered to Aris, the weight of his hand pressed to my back keeping me anchored.  “Mmmmm?”

      “It’s time to go, but there are some people who want to talk to you. Do you think you can handle it or do you want me to send them away?”

      I came to my feet, not really answering him. I had a duty, that much I knew.

      I was a Morgan.

      If my mother were alive, she would remind me of this.

      Aris joined me as I walked to the front of the church near my mother’s casket. It was still open, but I didn’t look inside. I couldn’t bare the rush of emotions looming at the edge of my consciousness. One more look and they’d overflow. I took one step, then another, trying not to collapse with hurt and anger.

      Samira and Briar were the first ones to reach me. They each gave me a hug. Their touch was strong, reassuring, and I had no doubt that they would hold me up if I needed them to.

      The tension that had between us the last several weeks was gone. In the end, they’d been there for me, despite my betrayal. They were true friends.

      “We’ll be waiting for you when you’re done here,” Samira said.

      “Or we can stay,” Briar added quickly. “Make sure no one says anything stupid, because if they do—”

      “It will be fine,” I said quickly. The last thing we needed was to make a scene. I still needed to pretend to be on Magnus’s side so he would give me information about Ivona’s plans. Already, I was going to have a difficult time explaining what had happened at my mother’s house. I needed to make him believe that my mother had betrayed us. I’d also need to explain that Roma had also revealed herself to be Ivona, the powerful fae witch who had been controlling events since the very beginning. Even Magnus would be shocked. But he wouldn’t care. He’d already aligned himself with Ivona; he just didn’t know she was one and the same as Roma.

      Briar nodded and smiled kindly, concern and worry filling her eyes. “See you soon, babe. We’ll take Gor to your house.”

      They turned and walked to Angel and Mateo, who stood not far away. Both of them gave me a reassuring nod. Briar called for Gor who, after a hesitant look at me, followed after them, his tail wagging.

      For the next hour, a steady stream of people greeted me and offered their condolences. Several of them also shared stories about how my mother had helped them in one way or another, surprising me. They genuinely were going to miss her.

      Was I? If someone had asked me that question a week ago, when I believed she’d tried to kill me, I would’ve said no. But now? I’d read parts of her hidden journal, learned her motivation behind every one of her actions. They had all been to guide me toward a future I couldn’t avoid. She knew the truth, and it had nearly killed her to treat me the way she did. My archangel father had been a witness.

      My father. My legs weakened at the thought of him. Aris hooked his arm around me to keep me standing.

      He whispered in my ear, “Are you done?”

      I shook my head, leaning in to his warmth. “There’s not many people left.”

      I turned to greet the remaining guests and came face to face with my three cousins. They all wore the same, form-fitting black dress. With their long white hair, they almost looked like triplets.

      Winter stepped forward, her eyes swollen and red. “I’m sorry about your mother. I know you didn’t experience it a lot, but she was a good woman. You were always her only concern.”

      I smiled kindly at her words. “Not her only one. I know she cared greatly for you three.”

      Behind Winter, Lilith burst into tears. Meara, however, looked away, her jaw clenched tightly.

      Winter sniffed and dropped her gaze to my throat. “You’re not wearing the necklace I gave you.”

      It took me a second to remember what she was talking about. “Oh, right. I have it at home.”

      “You should put it on. Your mother made it.”

      I touched my neck lightly. “I didn’t know that. I’ll do it as soon as I get home. Thank you for giving it to me.”

      The thought of having something on me that my mother had touched brought warmth to my otherwise cold body.

      After saying goodbye to my cousins, I took another ten minutes putting on my Morgan face, showing them all that I was strong, unbreakable. A Morgan witch.

      All the while, my heart crumbled into the rest of me. The pieces would be difficult to put together, mainly because I didn’t recognize a single one. So much had changed the last few days.

      I had loved Roma like I would a mother, before I understood her true motivation. The loss and betrayal of the woman I’d looked up to over the last year was so great, I still hadn’t accepted it. Part of me wondered if it was a trick. I longed to speak with her to find out the truth, but she had disappeared. Had the real Roma ever existed?

      I said my last goodbye to the remaining mourners, then turned to Aris. “Take me home, please.”

      He was right there, his fingers linking into mine, leading me down the center aisle of the old cathedral. One foot in front of the other. Keep moving.

      Darkness greeted me outside, and I sucked in a breath, despite the cold air. My lungs instantly cooled, the sting bringing a little life into me.

      “What time is Cassandra’s burial tomorrow?” Aris asked. His chest moved up and down as if he too was in need of the night air.

      “Just after sunrise.”

      “I wish I could go with you.”

      I squeezed his hand. “Me too. I’ll be okay, though. My family will be there.” I wish Briar could’ve come, but she had to deal with pack business she couldn’t put off.

      “Let’s get you home.” He moved to pull me forward but froze, staring out across the funeral home parking lot. “Who’s that?”

      I followed his line of site. At the edge of the parking lot where the sidewalk met the graveyard, a lone figure stood in a long black coat. It flapped against the wind.

      I recognized him immediately. Magnus’ son, Garret. The one who’d helped me.

      I hadn’t seen him at the funeral, nor had I seen his brother Robert or Magnus. That seemed odd, since I’d thought Magnus and my mother were close. I worried Ivona had something to do with it. I had no idea what she might’ve said to them, but I didn’t think she wanted to blow my cover. Even though she knew I was working against her, she also needed me to access both parts of the magic inside me.

      “It’s Garret.” I gave him a little wave of acknowledgement. He nodded back at me.

      Garret was a mystery to me. He didn’t seem to share his father and brother’s motives, yet he played the part of a bad guy well by never questioning what was asked of him.

      “Let’s go.” This time it was me who led Aris.

      We walked to the car, even as Garret moved to his. Aris didn’t take his eyes off him.

      After sitting in the passenger seat, I reached into my bag on the floor near my feet and removed my mother’s thick journal. I ran my palm across the worn leather top and sighed.

      “Have you learned anything new?” Aris asked as he pulled out of the parking lot.

      “Not since our last conversation about it. But I’m only halfway through.” I set it onto my lap. “I can’t make sense of it. Sometimes I read the same paragraph over and over. The words just don’t sound like her.”

      He slid his hand over mine. “I think she hid a lot to protect you.”

      I looked at Aris. Studied his sharp jaw line, the way the muscles tightened around that bone. “Your father did the same with you, right?”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. “He did. I may not have agreed with his methods, but he did what he thought was best. Just like your mother.”

      That’s what I kept hearing from my friends, from my mother’s own words. And yet, all I could remember were her cruel words and actions. All to harden my heart, make me want to seek out the dark parts of my magic. I had to want to learn them.

      I opened the book and thumbed through the first pages until I found the one I’d read the most. There, in the middle of the page, it read:

      Every time I speak a cruel word to my sweet Lynx, it kills a little piece inside me. When this is all over, I don’t think there will be anything left.

      I ran my fingers over the cursive writing, anger and heartbreak both fighting for the same space in my heart. It had obviously pained her to write those words, but what she didn’t realize was that in her attempts to harden me, she had slowly been killing pieces of me, too. Maybe that was the point. Make it where I was so insecure and vulnerable, that the first time I had a taste of real, dark power I’d seek it out. That’s exactly why I’d trained with the Principes Noctis. I’d never wanted to feel weak again.

      I rubbed at my forehead as if I could ease my growing headache. “I don’t feel so good. How many people do you think are going to be at my house?”

      “The usual crowd. Do you want me to call ahead and have them leave?”

      I seriously considered it. All I wanted to do was crash in my bed, snuggle up to Aris and fall asleep for a very long time.

      But there wasn’t time for any of that. As much as I wanted to pretend I could do whatever I wanted right now, I couldn’t. Not with Ivona still out there.

      “That’s okay. I know the others are anxious to talk as we haven’t really had a chance since that night.”

      Aris knew exactly what night I was talking about. The night Roma revealed the truth. The night my mom’s pool house was destroyed. The night she died.

      “Fine, but the second we’re done talking, everyone’s going to leave and you’ll get the rest you deserve.” He turned the steering wheel, driving onto my street.

      Briar’s motorcycle was parked in my driveway along with several other vehicles. I only recognized half of them.

      Aris sensed my hesitation. “We’ll make them talk quickly.”

      “That’s going to be hard with this crowd.”

      “I’ll compel them if I have too.”

      I smiled at him. “What would I do without you?”

      He parked the car and turned to me. “You’re never going to have to find out.”

      He brought my hand to his mouth and kissed the back of it. His breath feathered across my skin, igniting my nerve endings on fire.

      My lips parted open. Did he really mean it? Would he always be there for me?

      More than anything I wanted to believe him. I wanted to forget about the funeral, the journal on my lap, the people in my house.

      To forget the rest of the world and taste, for a moment, what it would be like with his lips on mine.

      To feel his fingers burning a path across my skin.

      To have his body pressed to me.

      To know what it would be like to be loved by a man like Aris.

      “If you keep looking at me like that,” he said, his gaze dropping to my lips, “we’ll never make it inside the house.”

      My throat was suddenly full. “I might like that.”

      He leaned closer and my heart picked up, heat flushing my face.

      “I would definitely like that.” He closed his eyes and leaned closer, his lips brushing oh so softly over mine. It was a feather-light motion, a brief and gentle caress, but one that sent my emotions careening. “Everything will be fine.”

      His hand slid up my stomach, his palm against my skin, moving up to the space where my heart pounded under his touch as he stared into my eyes.  “I can feel it.” His throat bobbed. “It’s not going to be easy, but we’re going to make it through this, I swear.”

      His gaze, so serious and intense, burned into me. I nodded, my words catching. “Okay.”

      He stared at me for a moment longer, then reluctantly climbed out of his seat. He quickly circled the front of the vehicle and opened my door. Grasping my hand and squeezing it tightly, he helped me out. “You ready for this?”

      I exited the car and stared at the front of my house. Several bodies moved in the front window. They probably all had a million questions for me. So far, I’d said nothing about what my mother’s journal contained.

      I sucked in a ragged breath and steeled myself. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”
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      Aris opened the front door to the house for me. The room quieted as I entered, and everyone stared as if expecting me to crumble in front of them.

      I straightened my spine. Crumbling could come later. Not now, and not for a while.

      Loxley approached me first and threw her arms around me. “I’m so sorry about your mother.”

      “It’s okay,” I whispered and patted her back, feeling more like I was comforting her than the other way around. Loxley had also lost her mother, but at a much younger age.

      She let me go and took a few steps back to Shade, who nodded his own condolences. I was glad he didn’t try to hug me. The shadows that clung to him would probably freeze me.

      Next to him stood Eddie, the fae who owned Sinsual, Rouen’s hottest dance club. According to Briar, anyway. He was probably the only fae any of us trusted. His shoulders were stiff, as if he didn’t know how to act.

      None of them probably did.

      “How about we just get to it?” I offered, thinking I’d spare them the trouble. “I’m tired and have a long day tomorrow.”

      Eddie nodded slightly, and the whole room relaxed a bit.

      “Finally, someone who doesn’t beat around the bush,” a voice said.

      I glanced to the corner of the room to find Ireland sitting on top of a narrow, antiqued table that wasn’t meant to be used as a chair. Barely eighteen, the girl had recently been brought into the Ames de la Terra after she nearly killed Angel.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      She thumbed Briar. “Ask queen bitch.”

      Briar ground her teeth together but managed to ignore Ireland. “I thought she should be in on this meeting. Turns out she has a sixth sense for hunting down Hydes and vampires.”

      “Any supernatural,” Ireland clarified. “The darker, the better.”

      Briar rolled her eyes, and once again managed to ignore the snarky remark. “Since we need to track down a bunch of bad guys, I thought she could help us narrow it down.”

      “Alright.” What was one more person? At least we didn’t have to worry about any of them secretly being Ivona.

      I walked to the floral loveseat and sat down, noting a worried glance between Samira and Briar across from me. They probably thought I’d lose my shit and go off the deep end or something. That was still up for debate.

      Gor padded over to me and laid down at my feet. He looked as tired and worn out as me. Sometimes I wondered if our familiar bond was so strong, he shared my emotions.

      I exhaled a breath. “What do we need to discuss first?”

      Mateo shifted his weight on the cushion next to Samira. “We need to intercept the truck of weapons heading for Seedling Farms.”

      “Do we know where it is?”

      Samira glanced from Mateo to me. “Thanks to the Deific over in Wildemoor, we learned the truck’s coming from there.”

      The Deific was a group of supernaturals that hunted those in our world who sought to harm humans or other supernaturals. I’d heard stories of how ruthless and skilled they could be. I glanced at Aris, curious why he hadn’t joined them. It seemed like something he’d enjoy.

      “The Deific’s involved?” Aris asked, as surprised as I was.

      “We requested their help,” Angel said to Aris. Angel’s hand was rubbing the back of Briar’s neck. He didn’t seem to be aware he was doing it. A simple instinct to always want to touch your soulmate.

      “Do we know when the truck will leave?” I averted my gaze away from Briar and Angel.

      “Not yet,” Samira said, “but when I was with Rocky last night, I asked him to send a few of his guys to Wildemoor to set up surveillance around the warehouse. When the truck moves, he’ll let us know. That will give us several hours to intercept it before it gets to the farm.”

      It was so strange to hear her talk about Rocky so casually. Rocky was a human mob boss in Rouen. He also allowed Samira to drink blood from him. I wondered if that arrangement ever bothered Mateo.

      I snuck a glance beneath my eyelashes at Aris, imagining what it would be like to have him drink from me. I’d heard it could be highly erotic.

      “Next topic,” Aris said.

      “The journal,” Briar answered. “What’s in it?”

      I lowered my gaze to it, gripping it tightly. “I haven’t had a chance to read it all, but I did discover two very important things.” I looked up at them, taking in a deep breath. “First, when my mother injected Roma—” I paused, shaking my head, “—I mean Ivona, in the neck with that spelled liquid, it was so Ivona could never change shapes again. Ivona is stuck as herself.”

      “Good,” Samira said. “I don’t have to wonder if Loxley is her anymore.”

      Loxley startled. “You thought I was an ancient, evil fae witch?”

      Shade chuckled, but Loxley elbowed him into silence.

      Samira’s eyebrows lifted. “Did I say that out loud?”

      “Yes,” Briar and Ireland said at the same time. They looked at each other and scowled.

      “The second thing I learned,” I raised my voice loud to get their attention again, “which I’ve already told Samira and Briar, is that the reason my mother stole the Abydos is so she could draw Ivona to her. My mother knew that whoever it was would eventually come with me to get the blood. She never intended on Ivona actually getting it though. She just wanted Ivona’s identity finally revealed so we’d know who to fight.”

      “Cassandra did a good thing for all of us,” Mateo said. “You should be proud to call her your mother.”

      I squirmed in my chair, feeling uncomfortable at the thought. Maybe in time. Gor looked up at me and whined. I reached down and petted him, the motion soothing the both of us.

      Shade moved away from the corner of the room, shadows swirling at his back. “Does the journal say anything about where Ivona might be hiding out?”

      I shook my head. “Not that I’ve read yet.”

      His darkness turned a whole new shade of black. Shade had his own reasons for wanting Ivona dead, starting with killing his wife and leaving him a ghoul, someone who fed on the dreams and nightmares of others. Since that horrible night over a thousand years ago, he’d wandered the earth searching for someone who might give him a body.

      “What’s next?” Aris asked. I appreciated that he was keeping everyone focused. Already, my eyelids were beginning to grow heavy.

      “The vampire birthing grounds at Seedling Farms,” Angel said. “We need to destroy them. As long as they still exist, we’re going to have more and more Hydes to fight against.”

      “We have the list of where they’re all located,” Briar explained. “And we’ve already reached out to others across the country who can help us destroy them.”

      “Who’s going to help?” I asked, genuinely curious. Getting people to fight with us had been our goal for some time.

      Briar held out her hand and began to count off names with each finger. “We’ve got Luke and the Wild Dogs up north, Victor in Coast City, Lawrence in Irondale, Henry and his crew at the Deific in Wildemoor, Llona and the Auras said they could take the ones near Skystead and the southern border.” She paused, nodding at Detrand, who’d been silent in the corner of the room. “Of course, Detrand and Adelade. Who else?”

      Ireland cleared her throat. “I’ve got a good friend from Solar Academy, a Fury, that can help. She’d love to use her fire ability to blow some shit up. We’ll take any extras.”

      “Let’s see if we fully trust you by then,” Briar said.

      Ireland huffed and folded her arms and swung her feet back and forth. The antique table beneath her groaned at the movement. I really hoped it didn’t break. It had belonged to my great grandmother.

      “What about the fae at Blackglen?” Eddie asked. “We have a large army.”

      No one said anything for a long moment. It was Samira who finally broke the silence.

      “We’re not sure we can trust the fae. Can we?” She looked pointedly at him, as did the rest of us. Oona had been extra secretive the last few months, even trying to hide her army from us. It made everyone nervous.

      Eddie pressed his shoulders back and squared his feet beneath him. “I know there are several who would fight. None of us want Ivona to rise to power. Many of us remember how disastrous it was last time she tried to rule.”

      “Then you need to find out where Oona’s loyalties lie,” Briar said, her voice hard. “Because as of right now, we don’t trust her.”

      “I’ll get right on it,” he answered, his mouth set in a determined line.

      Samira turned to Aris. “What about the Ministry? Where do they stand on all this?”

      He scrubbed a hand down his face in frustration. “I’ve spoken to them many times, but they will not choose a side yet.”

      I shook my head, mirroring his disgust with them. “What are they waiting for?”

      “They will back whatever side they think will win. For them, it’s all about power and saving their own skins. Unfortunately, whatever side they choose, will also be backed by every member of the Principes Noctis.”

      Detrand’s expression darkened. “Let’s hope they choose us then.”

      A heavy silence blanketed the room until Angel asked, “When do you want to take these Hyde locations out?”

      Briar looked at me. “When Lynx says to. She still has a working relationship with Magnus right now, and we don’t want to jeopardize that until the time is right. Magnus may still have information we need. Like maybe, Lynx, you can get him to reveal where Ivona’s invisible fae fortress is located.”

      Hearing her words of complete trust in me, made my heart swell. It gave me new life and helped me lean off Aris. “I promise that as soon as I feel Magnus has given us all he can, I’ll make the call. I want this over with as quickly as you guys.”

      “Anything else?” Aris asked.

      “Yes,” Loxley said. “How are we going to fight Ivona and her lackey, Zane? Last time we fought, they seemed untouchable.”

      “I have Owen working on it,” I answered. “He’s searching through my mother’s Book of Shadows to see if she has anything about Ivona’s weaknesses, including Zane’s.”

      Samira was shaking her head before I was finished. “There’s only one way we’re going to defeat Ivona, and we all know it.”

      Briar groaned. “I don’t want to talk about the stupid prophecy again.”

      “But we must.” Samira paused, considering her next words.

      We shouldn’t talk about this in front of everyone, even though we trusted them, and she knew it.

      She turned to Mateo. “Could you please take everyone outside and give them assignments before they leave? I want posts set up all over the city and in the surrounding forests and hills to look for anything suspicious.”

      “Of course.” He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek.

      Everyone filtered outside but not without offering last condolences. I knew they meant well, but I didn’t want to think about my mother’s death anymore. Every time I did, that hole in my heart only grew and threatened to suck me into it.

      Aris stood last, his gaze on me. “Do you want me to stay?”

      Every part of me screamed yes, but I shook my head. “It’s fine. We won’t be long.”

      As much as I wanted to share everything with Aris, this wasn’t the time. I didn’t know what the second part of the prophecy might say, but I suspected it was bad. Better to keep the people we loved away from that for as long as possible. To protect them.

      As soon as he left, taking Gor with him, Samira leaned toward me and said, “Tell us everything you know.”
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      I inhaled a great breath and opened the heavy journal to the last page. “She mentioned the prophecy in her last entry.”

      My throat closed with emotion, and they waited for me to continue, giving me the time I needed. These were my mother’s last words to me.

      I read the words slowly. “Lynx, if you’re reading this, then I’m dead. That was always one part of the future Remi never saw—my own. I hope I can tear out this page when I return and you will never see it. But in case I don’t, you need to know about the prophecy. Hundreds of years ago, it was broken in two and the second half was hidden away from the world to prevent Ivona from finding it. Remi knew it would be the only way to save mankind. So he waited for the three powerful women mentioned in the prophecy to be born.

      I wish I had time to explain it all. Hopefully, I’ll be alive to tell you in person. But if not … go to the place of your youth where I first showed you the darkness. There you will find it.”

      I closed the journal and looked up at Samira and Briar.

      Briar blinked. “Who’s Remi?”

      I swallowed and prepared to say it out loud for the first time. “He’s my father. My angel father.”

      “Cool name.”

      Samira leaned forward, her brows together. “Where is this first darkness she showed to you?”

      I shook my head. “I’m not sure.”

      “Does she speak about literal darkness or does she mean it figuratively?”

      “I’ve thought about that a lot, but it could mean so many things. I’ve already searched my childhood bedroom and different hiding spots where I’d glimpsed dark spells. I also searched our spell room, where she first taught me to use magic.” I paused and shook my head. “I’m stumped.”

      Samira leaned back, thinking hard. “Is there anyone from your childhood who might know what she’s referring to?”

      “I didn’t have many friends. There were a couple of nannies, but we rarely left the house.”

      “What about when you did go out?” Briar asked.

      “I went on a few trips with my cousins. Sometimes Magnus’s two sons joined us, Robert and Garret.”

      Briar scrunched her nose and asked hesitantly, “Can you ask one of them?”

      I thought about this. Robert was out of the question. I didn’t want anything to do with him after what he almost did to me. One of my cousins might know something.

      “I’ll call Winter. Maybe she remembers something.”

      I removed my phone from my pocket and dialed Winter’s number. It was late, but she’d probably still be awake.

      She answered on the fourth ring. “Lynx? Is something wrong?”

      “No, I just had a question for you. Were you asleep?”

      “I was, something you should be doing, too.”

      “Sorry about that. I’ll make it quick.” I glanced up at Samira and Briar who watched me eagerly. “I need to find something important.”

      “The second half of the prophecy.”

      My eyebrows lifted. “Yes! Did my mother tell you about it?”

      “No, but I overheard her talking about it once.”

      “Do you know where it is?”

      “Not a clue.”

      I paused, a little disappointed. I should’ve guessed it wouldn’t have been that easy. “Well, that’s why I’m calling. In her journal, my mother told me I could find it in the place where she first showed me the darkness. I have no clue what she’s talking about. Since we sometimes hung out as children, I thought you might have some ideas?”

      She laughed, a tired sound. “Don’t you remember how scared of the dark you used to be as a child?”

      Inwardly, I groaned. I wasn’t proud of how bad I used to freak out when all the lights were turned off. It took me a long time to get over that fear. “What does that have to do with this?”

      “Your fear of the dark all started when we went to the wind caves in Lander. Do you remember that trip your mother took us on? You must’ve only been four or five years old.”

      It took me a moment to recall what she was talking about. I barely remembered being inside a large cave, my hair whipping around me, while light from my flashlight illuminated the rocky enclosure. But that’s all I remembered. “What about that day? I don’t remember much.”

      She inhaled a long breath. “Your mother left you alone in there. Took your flashlight and everything. You screamed for a long time. I ran back to the car because I was afraid she’d do the same to me.”

      My whole body stilled as a cold chill worked its way up my spine. “She did that?”

      “I’m surprised you don’t remember.”

      I didn’t say anything, I couldn’t. Familiar hatred swelled within me, something I didn’t want to feel on the day of my mother’s funeral.

      “I don’t know for sure,” Winter continued, “but checking out the caves sounds like a good place to start. Make sure you take that necklace I gave you. The gem on it came from those caves. Maybe it can help.”

      I swallowed the rising grief and anger. “I will. Thank you for your help. And, again, I’m sorry for bothering you.”

      “Not a problem.” She paused. “I know we haven’t always gotten along, but that was at your mother’s request. Now that she’s gone, I hope we can become the family we should’ve always been.”

      “I’d like that.” And I meant it.

      I hung up the phone and looked at Briar and Samira. “I assume you both heard all that?”

      Briar came to her feet and headed toward the kitchen. “Let’s go to the caves tomorrow at sunset.”

      “What about the truck of weapons?” I asked at her back.

      “If we’re not back in time, Mateo and the others can take care of it,” Samira answered.

      From the kitchen, Briar called, “Can I have this leftover casserole in the fridge?”

      “It’s all yours.” I dropped my gaze to the journal in my lap, my heart thundering within my chest. Did I want to go to a place that held a traumatic memory? I may not remember it now, but from what Winter had said, it must’ve been pretty bad.

      “Are you okay?” Samira asked, her voice gentle.

      I met her gaze. “I’m just tired.” I rubbed my hand over my face. “I wish I could shut everything off.”

      “I know what that feels like.” She was quiet, then, reached out her hand, clasping mine. “Just hold on a little longer. We need you more than ever right now. But when all this is finished, you can take a much needed break. We all will.”

      I nodded, feeling her warmth.

      “Anybody want some?” Briar entered the room, holding the glass container in one hand and a fork in the other as she ate straight from the pan.

      We shook our heads as Briar slumped into the couch. While she ate, we caught up on everything, and soon I began to relax against the back of the sofa. I suddenly realized I hadn’t cooked anything for the memorial or offered anyone anything to drink. For some reason, I couldn’t dredge up a reason to feel bad about that.

      Once Briar finished eating, she and Samira left. Before I could get up to lock the door, Aris slipped inside and did it for me. After turning off the lights in the living room, he dropped onto the couch and pulled me onto his lap. I curled into him and exhaled a weighted breath. We didn’t speak, just let the room swallow us into a comfortable silence. The sound of his steady heartbeat slowed my breathing and made my eyelids grow heavy.

      “I’m scared what we’re going to find tomorrow,” I whispered.

      He stroked my back, his fingers moving up to thread through my hair. “Whatever you find, we’ll face it together. I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

      I smiled, snuggling deeper into him. My eyes closed and I fell into a deep sleep, one I didn’t want to wake up from.
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      I sat up from the couch and stretched my arms high into the air. The blanket Aris must’ve put around me before he retired to his coffin fell to the floor.

      Even though my body felt better from getting some much needed rest, my mind still felt heavy with too many emotions I wasn’t ready to process.

      I stood and made my way into the kitchen for some coffee. In only an hour’s time, I was supposed to go to the burial site at the graveyard to say one final goodbye to my mother. Per her Will, she only wanted family in attendance, for which I was grateful. I didn’t think I could handle another event where I had to appear strong for others.

      After showering and dressing, I added a shot of liquid courage to my coffee and drank it down as quickly as I could. I drank one more for good measure.

      Before I left, I remembered the necklace Winter gave me and latched it around my neck. I fingered the emerald that hung from it, thinking of my mother. The green gem warmed, and I gasped and lowered my hand. It instantly cooled.

      If I would’ve had more time, I might’ve searched my family’s Book of Shadows to find out more about the necklace, but I only had ten minutes to get to the cemetery. Maybe my cousins could tell me more about it after the funeral.

      On the drive there, the Rouen heat began to seep into my skin. I turned the air conditioning on full blast and fluffed my black blouse away from my chest. Thankfully, there wouldn’t be many of us in attendance. I’d heard a couple of my great aunts would be there and a few distant cousins. No one I knew except for Winter, Lilith and Meara. I couldn’t wait to get this over with.

      I parked at the edge of the graveyard and glanced over to my family’s burial plot located on top of a slight rise, as if to overlook the rest of the cemetery. At its center, a stone mausoleum guarded by two large gargoyle statues rose into the sky. It was dark and intimidating. It’s where my great-great-grandfather and grandmother on the Morgan side of my family were buried.

      I stilled, remembering the truth. Actually, they weren’t related to me. I shared none of their blood. It would take a while to not think of myself as a Morgan.

      My gaze slid over the rest of the headstones. Was my father’s body out there somewhere? Did angels even get buried when they died? Or maybe he wasn’t dead at all. If not, where had he been my whole life? I didn’t dare hope to find him.

      I opened the car door and made the long trek up the hill to my family’s plot. My cousins were already there, talking to a couple of older ladies. I moved to join them, but a voice stopped me.

      “Hello, Lynx.”

      I turned around, my blood chilling. Magnus walked toward me with his two sons, Robert and Garret, behind him.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, trying to keep my voice even. They were not family. Not even close.

      “Cassandra was like a sister to me. I couldn’t imagine being anywhere else today.”

      I pursed my lips, wanting very much to toss his ass out of here. My gaze shifted to Garret who seemed to know what I was thinking. He shook his head slightly, which meant there’d be trouble if I didn’t allow them to stay.

      I exhaled a breath and forced polite words from my lungs. “Thank you for coming. I’m sure my mother would’ve appreciated it.”

      Garret and Robert walked by me, offering their condolences. Robert didn’t even look at me. Good. Aris’s compulsion over him must still be holding.

      I turned to follow after them, but Magnus grabbed my arm, stopping me. His voice lowered. “We need to talk.”

      “This is my mother’s funeral,” I hissed.

      “I need to know where you stand.”

      “What do you mean?”

      His expression darkened. “I’ve heard rumors about how Cassandra died. I want to know your involvement.”

      I swallowed the fullness in my throat. This was the real reason he’d come. He’d probably been chomping at the bit to see me sooner, but had tried to maintain a semblance of respect, with my mother dying and all.

      “This is hardly the time to discuss this, Magnus,” I said, glancing toward where my cousins stood talking to a priest near the open grave. I had to tread carefully with my business partner. He couldn’t suspect anything.

      His fingers dug into my arm, making me wince. “I can’t wait any longer. Things are about to move very quickly, and I need to make sure you’re still on my side.”

      “Does your side still plan on making a lot of money?”

      He leaned towards me until I could smell coffee on his breath. “Shit loads.”

      “Then I’m on your side.” I shrugged my hand free from his grip. “Listen, Magnus, you know there was no love lost between me and my mother. She betrayed both you and me. I’m sure you heard she stole something very valuable from the Alpha of the Silver Claws.”

      “Briar, your old roommate,” he clarified. I was suddenly grateful Briar and Samira couldn’t be here today. He wanted me to know that he knew personal details of my life. Hopefully, he didn’t also know that I was the one who had handed the blood to her.

      “Yes, Briar. Anyway, I walked in on Cassandra trying to sell it to who I think is a mutual business partner of ours, a very silent one.” His eye briefly twitched in recognition, but I caught the motion. It was my turn to grab his arm. “Can we just cut the bullshit now? I know you’re working with Ivona.”

      It was risky to confront him like this, but now was the time to take risks.

      “Tell me what happened next,” he insisted.

      I narrowed my eyes, frustrated he was still holding back. I exhaled a breath and let him go. “Everything happened too fast. I’d barely got done asking my mother what she was doing, when Briar’s pack showed up and all hell broke loose. I tried to get my hands on the blood myself, thinking I could sell it later—”

      The corner of his mouth ticked up a little. I knew he’d like this detail.

      “—but then Ivona got it, killed my mother, and disappeared.”

      He nodded his head as if my version matched what he’d heard. After that night, we told Rocky to start spreading rumors so we could control the narrative. It seemed to have worked.

      “Now confirm it. Ivona is our silent partner.”

      He lifted his chin a little. “She is, and she demands perfection. But, she rewards well. When all this is over, we stand to make more money than I’ve ever seen.”

      “Good. Maybe you can dispel a rumor I recently heard.” My next words were even more dangerous, and my heart raced at taking another risk. But I needed to find out how much he knew. I doubted he’d been aware that Ivona had posed as Roma all this time. “I heard Ivona’s trying to raise a demon from Hell, and that she can change her appearance into anyone she wants. Is that true?”

      He laughed and shrugged like it didn’t matter. “She’s an old and powerful fae witch trying to take over the world. She wants to make humans our slaves. That is something I can get behind. And she’s promised me a prominent position by her side when that time comes. You’d be wise to also get in her good graces.”

      My nerves jumped at his confession. Maybe I could have Magnus set up a meeting between Ivona and me, and it could be an ambush. I’d be the first to hurt her. I hated that she had posed as  someone who’d supposedly cared and loved me.

      I rubbed at the back of my neck, pretending like I was considering his advice. “I don’t know if she’d want to see me after I tried to take the blood for myself, but I honestly didn’t know how important it was to her. Maybe if I had—”

      “Don’t worry about it. She can be very forgiving, especially with you. She knows how special you are. I’ll talk to her.”

      He patted my arm and walked away before I could ask what he meant. I stared at him as he moved up the hill to the graveside. A chill moved up my spine. I didn’t want to be special to that bitch or get in her good graces.

      The only thing I wanted from her was her blood on my hands.
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      The gravesite ceremony for my mother was sweet and to the point. The priest said a few words and a prayer, then we all placed a rose on top of her casket before it was pushed into our stone family mausoleum. She was being laid to rest next to my stepfather. I wondered if that’s what she’d truly wanted.

      The sun rose high in the all-blue sky, warming my bare arms. I caught Garret watching me closely a few times.

      He probably thought I’d fall apart and expose my true motives, which could easily expose his. Magnus had no idea how his seemingly cold and unfeeling son truly felt about him and his plans. Garret fully planned on destroying everything Magnus had built the second he got the chance.

      I shifted my gaze to Robert, who stood erect in a tailored, black business suit, his hands clasped together. He was a mini version of his father, manipulative and cruel. Robert would try to stop Garret the second he made a move against their father. I hoped I was out of their inner circle when that time came.

      A teenage girl, a distant relative of mine, began to play a haunting tune on a cello. I tried not to feel anything as I returned my gaze to my mother’s walnut casket.  Since I couldn’t see her, this came easier, and I was able to get through the ceremony without shedding a tear.

      As soon as it ended, I left quickly to avoid speaking with Magnus again. My conversation with my cousins about my necklace would have to wait.

      With several hours until sunset and my trip to the wind caves, I returned home and changed into more comfortable clothing. I grabbed some chips and dropped onto the sofa, my mom’s thick journal in my lap. I wanted to read more about her relationship with my real father, Remi. Maybe she’d give some clues on how I could find him.

      Gor jumped onto the other side of the couch to be with me. He barely fit on the cushion. I chuckled and rubbed bare feet against his soft fur.

      I opened the book to where I left my bookmark, a napkin from a restaurant Aris had taken me to a couple of weeks ago, and began to read. There was still so much left to reveal about my mother’s life.

      I scanned its pages, my finger sliding over her cursive writing. Some of the entries were useless to me. My mother talked about different people in the community who had given her a hard time. These entries were before she’d married a Morgan, when she was considered a lesser witch, despite the fact that her mother had been one of the Witches of Rouen.

      My heart skipped a beat when I found the entry where she’d met my father. It was the day after her twenty-fourth birthday.

      

      July 23rd

      

      I met a man today. A really strange one. He was taller than me and probably a few years older. He was gorgeous, like unearthly so. Eyes so blue they looked like they’d been cut out of the sky, and golden hair that made me think of Rumpelstiltskin’s spun gold. I couldn’t stop staring, which of course he noticed. Stupid me.

      He came over to me in the cafe and sat down at my table, as if it was the most natural thing in the world. He asked if he could join me—a definite yes, but then he didn’t say anything else. Just sipped his tea and read the local news. I expected the silence to be uncomfortable, but it wasn’t. After about twenty minutes, he stood and said, “My name’s Remi. Will you be here the same time tomorrow?”

      I said yes and also gave him my name.

      His response? “See you tomorrow.”

      Crazy right? I can’t wait to see what happens. I doubt he’ll show up. The whole encounter was just strange.

      

      July 24th

      

      He actually showed up! In fact, he was at my table before I arrived. This time he was more talkative and, I’m happy to say, very normal. He’s a pilot for a private jet company and in Rouen for just a few months. He asked all sorts of questions about me and seemed genuinely interested, which was nice for a change. Usually people ignore me in this town. I wonder if he’d still be interested if he knew I was a witch? Probably not, but I’ll enjoy my time with him while I can. It’s nice to feel beautiful again.

      

      I paused at the weight settling into my gut. I had no idea my mother had once had a low self-esteem. She had been the most confident woman I’d ever known. But my father had made her feel special.

      I continued reading several pages ahead. I loved reading about their blossoming romance. Both of them had fallen fast and hard. They’d become inseparable. My mother would gush about how good Remi was, not just to her, but to other people, too. Everywhere he went people loved him.

      She’d often said I was like my father. Now this finally felt like a compliment.

      “Hey.”

      I jumped and turned around. Aris walked into the living room holding a steaming cup.

      Gor leapt from the couch to jump on Aris, giving him a slobbery kiss. Aris batted him down, then settled next to me on the couch and the tension in my chest eased. I sucked in a deep breath, feeling calm. He always seemed to do that to me.

      I closed the journal. “How did you sleep?”

      “Fine. How was the ceremony today?” He handed me the cup. “Hot chocolate.”

      “Thanks.” I sipped, then lowered the cup to my lap. “It was short. Maybe two dozen family members were there. I only recognized a few of them, but you know who did come?”

      “Who?”

      “Magnus and his two sons.”

      His expression darkened, and his jaw ticked. “Why?”

      I told him everything Magnus had said.

      Aris nodded thoughtfully as he slid his hand over mine. “The prick. He could’ve waited a few days before approaching you.”

      I said nothing, only stared down at his thumb stroking my hand.

      “Learn anything new about your mother?” he asked.

      “I’m at the part where she’s dating Remi. It’s so strange to read about a man I never knew and probably won’t. According to my mother’s words, he was a pretty amazing guy. She really loved him.”

      “He could still be alive, you know.”

      I thought about this while I sipped more hot chocolate. “I wouldn’t even know where to begin to find him.”

      “I’ll help you.”

      “Really?” I turned to him and searched his eyes. “Why are you so good to me?”

      He lifted his hand and traced his fingers across my cheek, sending a tingling sensation through me. “After I separated from Emma back in Coast City, I was in a dark place. I thought I’d always remain there, never able to have what others did. I didn’t think I deserved it after everything that happened.” He inhaled a breath, his eyes darting to my lips. “But then you came into my life with the sweetest laugh, the kindest heart, and—” Smirking, he slid his hand down to fit between the cushion and my butt. “The hottest ass.”

      I laughed and turned to face him more fully on the couch. I loved it when he was more carefree and relaxed. He’d been that way more and more the last couple of weeks, slowly opening up to me.  I felt like I was finally seeing the real Aris, someone I could trust completely. Not just as a friend I could rely on, but more.

      “You know,” I said, batting my eyelashes playfully, “you can touch my ass anytime you want.”

      The corner of his mouth lifted, his gaze teasing as he stared into my eyes. “Is that so?”

      I nodded, then squeaked as he pulled me onto his lap, my legs straddling his waist. I gasped at his boldness. Only once before had we come so close to crossing over from the lonely friend zone to something a lot more interesting.

      Staring into my eyes, his hands slowly glided down my back. He seemed hesitant at first, but when I smiled, he grew bolder. His warm, strong fingers slid to my ass, and my lips parted as he squeezed it.

      Could he hear my heart pounding? Feel my legs shaking?

      Did he know how much I really wanted this?

      I’d told him once, but that was before everything changed, turning my world upside down.

      I suddenly regretted changing out of my dress earlier. I would’ve loved to feel his touch against my skin.

      “How’s it feel?” I asked.

      “Let’s see…” He tilted his head, a thoughtful look on his face. “Mmm, it’s nice, but…”

      I scowled, and he grinned.

      “But I know something that would be better.”

      “What’s that?” I  gave him a flirty smile. “What could be better than this fine ass?”

      “Looking at you. Touching you.” My stomach lurched as his gaze changed from teasing to heated. His hands skimmed over my hips and slid up under my shirt, inching further until his thumbs rubbed the sensitive skin right below my breasts.  My chest hitched, and I swore he really could hear my heart thundering.

      “Feeling your skin under my lips. Your hair tangled in my fingers.” His expression radiated desire, but his body felt tense, as if afraid of my rejection. “Do you want this, Lynx? Is it too soon after your…”

      He waited for me to fill in the blanks. I had to admit that I still wasn’t certain. Not about my feelings for him, but about how much he would allow himself to open up, to give himself to me. I’d heard small comments here and there from Samira referring to the last woman he had dated, and how it hadn’t ended well. How he’d turned away from her.

      But I was tired of being afraid. Of waiting for good things to happen to me.

      I had to take control of my destiny, my future.

      My eyes lowered to his lips, and I leaned forward, humor glinting in my gaze. “I don’t know, Aris. Do you even know what you want?”

      There was a pause, a hesitation, and my heart seized in my throat.

      His own throat bobbed. “I want a girl with fiery red hair, green captivating eyes, and the power in her to turn my world upside down.” His thumb grazed under my bra, and I swallowed down my fear.

      “I know a few who could fit that description.” I grinned. “I have lots of cousins.”

      Scowling, his fingers dug into my back, pulling me to his chest, and a rush of heat filled me.

      “Kiss me, Lynx,” he murmured against my skin, pressing his lips against mine.

      And in that moment, I wanted him more than any other man I’d ever wanted.

      I leaned into him, a whimper spilling from my lips as he cupped my face, his kiss deep and intense. I felt it in every part of my being, curling my toes, making me grip his shirt, twisting it around my hands. His fingers were long and thin, strong and demanding. He tilted my head to the side, leaning in to me, a deep, guttural groan escaping his throat. The sound made me suck in a breath. The knowledge that he really did want me made me fall a little bit more for this sexy man.

      He was so strong and sure, but only beginning to show me the true Aris.

      I wanted, needed more. To see the real man before me.

      To know him in every way.

      Our kisses grew deeper, more heated. His arms wrapped around my back to pull me tight against his chest. We were so close, with only the slip of our clothing between us. I ground into his growing erection, trying to repress a moan as my desire built.

      “So good.” He pulled back, gasping heavily. “So right.” He stared at me with wonder and awe, with a longing so intense it blew my mind. “So beautiful.”

      The look on his face made me feel loved and sexy all at once. For a moment, I thought he was going to jump up and carry me into my room. I could see it in the lust filling his gaze, the way his hands moved to grip my ass again. Just one more second, and he was going to heave me into the air.

      “Did we come at a bad time?”

      I jumped, literally squealing. Aris gripped my hips, keeping me from scrambling off his lap. Briar and Samira stood in the open door, both grinning. I’d forgotten we were going to the wind caves!

      Gor barked happily and jumped up to greet Briar, his tail wagging.

      I glanced back at Aris accusingly. “You should’ve said we had company.”

      He lifted his hands into the air in surrender. “We were busy.” Then he hooked his arms around my neck, staring into my eyes and grinning like a fool. “Besides, you seemed to be enjoying yourself. I wasn’t going to stop you.”

      My mouth fell open, then I bopped my nose against his, teasing. “You were enjoying yourself as much as me, you cocky asshole.”

      He shrugged, still smiling.

      Briar jerked her thumb over her shoulder, motioning to the open door. “We could wait outside for three minutes. That’s all you need to get your rocks off, right Aris?”

      Aris pulled me off his lap and set me next to him. He leaned back casually. “I didn’t realize you timed your intimate moments, Briar. Is that Angel’s average? Three minutes?”

      I barked out a laugh, caught off guard. Not many people made fun of Briar and Angel for fear of getting torn apart.

      Briar’s mouth dropped open. “Did you just insult Angel?” Her hands went to her hips, her head tilting to the side. “Wait, did you just make a joke?”

      “I think he did, and it was a good one.” Samira walked further into the room. “And probably true.”

      Briar stormed over to Samira and swung a fist half-heartedly. Samira ducked, grinning, and laughing, “Maybe Mateo could give Angel some pointers.”

      “Or I could,” Aris added.

      “It could be an early ejaculation intervention,” I snickered. “We could all help.”

      Briar scowled at each one of us but after a few seconds, her tight mouth cracked into a grin, and she laughed out loud, joining us. “That would be so funny! We should totally do it as a joke.” Her expression fell, and she growled, “Because that’s what it is. A total joke. Angel could go all night on all y’all.”

      “Ew,” Samira and I grimaced at the same time.

      Aris stood and took me with him. “Time to go before I have nightmares.”

      “You’re coming?” Samira asked.

      “Yes.” He didn’t give them a chance to protest as he put on his jacket, giving them a cool look.

      I slipped on my shoes and grabbed my jacket from off a nearby chair. “It’s fine.”

      “I’m driving,” Samira said quickly. Her and Aris always seemed to fight over who got to drive.

      “I call shotgun,” Briar added.

      That left me and Aris in the backseat for two hours. I wouldn’t mind having him grab my ass again. And by the way he was looking at me right now, he was thinking the same thing. He grinned and wrapped his arm around my side, pulling me through the door with him. He brushed his lips over my hair. “Come on, Red.”

      As soon as we got in the car, Aris found my hand in the dark. I leaned into him and breathed in his musky scent. His words to me earlier had dissipated the dark cloud that had been following me around ever since my mother’s death. I still grieved, and probably would for a long time, but having Aris around? It made it easier.

      We were halfway there, when Samira cleared her throat from the driver’s seat. “I have something to tell you guys, something I should’ve told you a long time ago, but the timing never felt right.”

      Briar turned to her deadpan. “You’re pregnant.”

      “How’d you know?”

      Briar choked on her spit for a second. Then Samira grinned, and Briar groaned. “You got me.”

      Samira’s smile slipped away. “Seriously though. I need to tell you something.”

      I leaned forward. “What’s going on?”

      She paused. “What I’m about to tell you must stay secret. I feel we can use it against Zane and Ivona to gain the upper hand, but I don’t want anyone else knowing.”

      “Our lips are sealed,” Briar said, confirming it by sealing an imaginary zipper across her lips.

      “Do you guys remember when Korin kidnapped me, and I nearly died?”

      We all nodded.

      “Well, technically I did die, but your mother saved me.” Samira’s eyes met mine in the rearview mirror.

      “Shit, Sammie,” Briar breathed, her tone serious. “We didn’t know.”

      “Because I didn’t tell you.” She inhaled in a deep breath. “When Cassandra saved me, the spell she used changed me.”

      My blood ran cold. “What happened?”

      “Something made it so I could exist in both the land of the living and the dead.”

      “What does that mean?” Aris asked her. He leaned forward with me.

      “I don’t know how it happened, but ever since that night, I’ve had the ability to transform into an incorporeal being at will. Not for very long, though.”

      Briar wrinkled her nose. “Like turn into a ghost? Like Casper?”

      “If that’s how you understand the word incorporeal, then yes, Briar.”

      “It sounds dangerous,” Aris said, flashing me a worried gaze.

      Samira paused, her hand tightening around the steering wheel. “It’s not without its consequences.”

      “What kind?” Briar asked.

      “When I’m Casper, as you put it, I’m trapped between the world of the dead and living. If I stay there too long, the change can be permanent.”

      “Can you just not ghost then?” I wondered aloud.

      “Of course. But I used it to kill Korin, and I think it will give us a huge advantage when the time comes, especially with your ability to stop time. Could you imagine what we could do with that?”

      A knot formed in my throat, and I attempted to swallow it. We were all silent for a moment, our thoughts churning. It opened up a world of opportunity, and yet…

      “Not if it risks your life.” Briar broke the silence. She stared out the window, shaking her head. “We don’t need Casper. We’ll figure something else out.”

      “Maybe it will be the only thing to save our lives,” Samira answered.

      No one said anything else. What could we say? Such an ability could give us a huge advantage, but was it worth the risk of Samira’s death? Then again, just going against Ivona put our lives at risk. We needed something bigger to fight against her, a power she couldn’t compete with.

      I immediately thought of my father and his angel powers. If the prophecy was right, and I was the witch mentioned in it who had the powers of the sun and the moon, then I needed to figure out what that meant. Like now.

      “The powers of the sun,” I said aloud.

      Samira met my gaze in the rearview mirror. “What about them?”

      “I need to learn how to use them. How can I do this?”

      “I’ve never heard of something like that.” Briar glanced back at Aris, then Samira. “You guys?”

      Aris shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

      “I might know someone,” Samira said. “When we get back, I’ll look into it.”

      A seed of deep longing to connect with my real father bloomed in my chest. What I wouldn’t give to know him. I turned away. Aris pulled me closer to him, comforting me. At least I had my mother’s words.

      Samira turned onto a dirt road. The car’s headlights illuminated a sparse forest with gnarly, black trees, their bare branches reaching skyward like skeletal arms.

      “What happened here?” I breathed.

      “A fire last fall burned much of this area,” Samira explained. “They had to shut down the wind caves because of it.”

      A spider-like chill crawled up my spine, and I rubbed at the emerald at my throat. “I don’t like it.”

      Aris narrowed his eyes at me. “Are you sensing something?”

      “I don’t know.” I peered out the window and up at the slivered moon.

      Samira parked on gravel and killed the engine. “We walk from here. Be alert.”

      We stepped out of the car, each of us pausing to glance around. I shifted my weight and cleared my throat. Something felt off.

      Briar sniffed the air, and Samira furrowed her brow.

      “Stay close,” Aris said, his voice hard. “I don’t think we’re alone.”
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