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      IT WAS COLD. I hated the cold. I hated almost everything about winter. Snow, slush, ice, the lack of daylight hours. But mostly, I hated the cold. I burrowed down into the blankets piled on top of me trying to extract more warmth from them, but couldn’t stop my shivering.

      “I’d add my body heat to yours if I thought it would help, but I have none.” Raj’s voice came from somewhere outside my blanket burrow.

      “Why is it so cold?” I asked, nearly biting my tongue with my chattering teeth.

      “It isn’t that cold,” Florence said. “It’s above freezing.”

      “That information has zero effect on my body temperature.”

      “Where’s the girl?” Raj asked Florence, ignoring my sniping.

      “She has a name,” Florence replied.

      Raj growled. Everyone was cranky tonight.

      “You can’t intimidate me,” she said.

      “I could exsanguinate you before Eleanor got out from under those blankets.”

      “Do you really think so?”

      “Don’t push me, witch.”

      “Oh, I’ll push. And right now, I’m going to push you to remember our guest’s name.”

      Raj sighed in defeat. “Where’s Emma?”

      “Hiding in the bathroom, which you must already know. She’s scared of us. Why?”

      “A werewolf could help raise Eleanor’s core temperature.”

      “She’s even more afraid of Eleanor than of you. I’m not sure she’d agree to do that.”

      “She doesn’t have to agree to it,” Raj said.

      “Yes, she does,” I interrupted. “I’m not cuddling with a strange wolf who’s being forced into it. A strange wolf who happens to be my mate’s ex-girlfriend. If she’s afraid of me and has issues with my relationship with Isaac, she’s not the person I want under these blankets with me.”

      “You and Isaac are mates?” a soft voice floated over us. It was high and musical and sounded very, very young.

      I poked my head out from under the blankets. Emma was peering around the corner of the bathroom door. Long, blonde tresses trailed down her back framing her porcelain skin. She’d drawn some of the hair over her face, whether in an attempt to hide us from her sight or vice versa, I wasn’t sure, but I could see enough to see that she had large, blue eyes and the kind of beauty you rarely saw outside of the movies. How she still looked so good after decades of imprisonment and a night in jail was mind-boggling. The longer I stared and didn’t answer, the straighter she stood. A fierce wave of possessiveness washed over me, and I lifted my chin and caught her gaze. “Yes.”

      “Do you mean…sex?” she whispered the last word as if it would somehow sully her to say it aloud.

      “We did the mating ceremony during the full moon with an entire Pack serving as witnesses.” Yeah, I was staking my claim. It wasn’t a jealousy thing. Not even a tiny bit. It was following pack protocol. This is what any wolf would do regarding their mate. I was absolutely one hundred percent not threatened by Isaac’s ex-girlfriend. Not even if she looked and sounded like a fairy princess. Which she wasn’t. I was the only fucking fairy princess in this room.

      Raj made a weird noise, and I glanced over at him and realized that he was laughing. Probably at me.

      “Shut it,” I said to him. “Help me sit up?” I asked Florence.

      Florence helped me struggle to a sitting position and readjusted the blanket burrito around my shivering body.

      “Why am I so fucking cold?” I muttered. No one else looked like they were freezing to death. There was no heat in the motel room due to that whole “no electricity” problem I’d created, but everyone else looked comfortable. True, everyone else was a fully clothed werewolf, a vampire who didn’t feel the cold, and a mage who probably had some kind of magical warming spell.

      “You’re cold-blooded,” Florence said.

      “I am not. I mean, I’m not the most touchy-feely person around, but I wouldn’t go with cold-blooded.”

      “You’re a dragon,” she said. “The more you accept your dragon half, the more you’ll take on the strengths and weaknesses of a dragon. There aren’t a lot of weaknesses, but as a reptile, an inability to regulate body temperature is probably the big one.”

      “So, what do we do? We’re still headed north. There’s no heat anywhere. I need to function.”

      “Maybe we can find an outdoor store and get cold weather gear for you. With insulated underthings and wool clothes and a sleeping bag, maybe you can stay warm enough to stay awake.”

      “Or maybe I can just hibernate while you all go find the gate and then you can wake me up when it’s time for my part?”

      “That’s a brilliant idea,” Florence said. “There is nothing I’d like more than to wander around looking for some magic rocks—that’s still our goal, right?—in the snow, hope we’ve found the right ones, and then wake a sleeping dragon who’ll probably be hungry after six weeks of hibernation. Best adventure ever.”

      “Florence, at this point, you’re abusing sarcasm, not to mention encroaching on my idiomatic territory.” She grinned at me, and I smiled back. “Besties for life,” I said. She shook her head at me, and I squelched my feeling of triumph.

      I turned back towards Emma. She hadn’t moved any further into the room and didn’t appear reassured by our witty banter. She was trying to keep an eye on both me and Raj at the same time, and it made her look more than a little absurd.

      “Emma,” I said, trying to sound soothing. “We’re not going to hurt you.”

      She snorted, and I was relieved she had a bit of spirit. “I’m in a room with a day-walking vampire who’s older than dirt…” there was a sound of protest from Raj, “the most powerful mage I’ve ever seen, and some kind of bizarre dragon Fae and you think I should feel safe?”

      “Bizarre?” I protested.

      She ignored my indignant query. “I spent six years chained up in a dungeon full of Fae and the craziest vampire of all time. I’ve been beaten. Starved. Tortured with silver and prevented from changing. And now, I’m locked in a motel room with more Fae and vampires.”

      “Six years passed Underhill?” I asked. Crap. Just what she needed.

      Emma nodded, and then her eyes widened. “How much time passed here?” Dammit. She’d picked up the implication in the word ‘Underhill.’

      “What year were you taken?” I didn’t know exactly although I had a decent idea. Isaac’s Aston Martin Vantage was a 1962. He’d escaped Michelle in the fifties and was out for less than ten years. That meant that Emma had been taken some time in the early sixties.

      “Nineteen sixty-four. It was spring. April.”

      “Emma, I hate to tell you, but it’s December 2013. It’s been almost fifty years here.”

      She folded in on herself in a slow collapse. Florence rushed over and caught her before she hit the ground. She was sobbing, and I felt like an ass. There had to have been a better way to break the news to her. She’d been a young wolf when Isaac had met her, which meant she probably still had family alive at that time.

      Florence held her and patted her hair like a child. She looked at Raj over Emma’s head.

      “She wants to move Emma to the next room. She thinks our presence won’t help her calm down.” Raj said.

      I nodded and projected towards Florence, “We’ll be okay. Raj will stay with me. Let’s take the next day to calm down and regroup. Maybe I can figure out a more specific destination.”

      Florence helped Emma to her feet.

      “Emma, we’re going to get another room. Are you hungry? Do you want food?”

      I didn’t hear her reply, but they walked out of the room, Florence’s arm protectively tented around Emma’s shoulder.

      “What about you?” Raj asked aloud. “Do you want food?”

      My stomach growled loud enough to be heard through the layers of blanket and Raj laughed. “I’ll see what Florence left us.”

      I shivered again. “Could find me more socks? Do we still have Isaac’s stuff? Maybe he has a pair big enough to fit over the three pairs I’m already wearing.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      I huddled under the blankets and watched Raj move around the room. He found a pair of large men’s socks and helped me put them on. He handed me a granola bar, and I looked at it in disgust before removing the wrapper and taking a bite.

      “I miss Taco Bell,” I said.

      “I miss the internet,” Raj replied. “Finding magic rocks would be much easier with Google.”

      “Do we have maps?” I finished my granola bar and wondered if I could use my magical powers to heat a cup of water and make ramen.

      “In the car.” Raj gave me a large ceramic mug, filled it with bottled water, and handed me some beef ramen. I concentrated on heating my hands without starting fires, and soon the water was simmering. I dropped the noodles in and stared at the cup, willing them to cook faster. By the time I’d decided they were done enough and had stirred in the seasoning packet, Raj was back with a US atlas and some detailed area maps.

      “Where are we now?” I asked around a mouthful of too-hot noodles.

      “Charlotte, North Carolina.”

      I looked at the US map and tried to get a feel for where we needed to go. I wasn’t having much luck, which was pissing me off. The last time I’d known it was Savannah. Just like I’d known we were headed to the Black Hills. I didn’t want to drive all over the snow-covered and freezing northeastern United States looking for some fucking mystical rocks. Finding the gate near St. Louis was a pain-in-the-ass experience I’d rather not repeat—and not just because it gave every vamp, witch, and shifter a chance to have a go at me. I closed my eyes and tried to intuit the location of the next gate. All I got was north.

      “Dammit,” I said. “I guess we keep driving north. Hopefully, soon, I’ll get something more. I hate not knowing almost as much as I hate being cold.”

      “I wish I could warm you up,” Raj said.

      “Maybe I can figure out how to just heat my whole body the way I heated my hands to boil the water.” I wasn’t ready for any other types of heated discussions.

      Raj inclined his head and returned his attention to the maps. “We’ll stay on I-77 tomorrow until we get to I-81 and then head northeast. It’s December 25th today, and we have until February 2nd to find the gate, right?”

      “It’s Christmas?” I exclaimed. “Shit. I can’t believe I didn’t even notice.”

      “Merry Christmas, my sweet,” Raj said. He kissed my forehead and handed me a glass of wine I hadn’t seen him pour. His cold lips triggered another full body shiver. He held his glass towards me. “Cheers.” We clinked glasses, and I drank deeply, hoping the wine would make me feel warmer. It helped a bit. The second and third glasses helped even more. After we’d emptied the bottle, Raj helped me lay down in my cocoon, and I felt myself drift off. Hibernation sounded like a fantastic idea.
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      We drove to Roanoke, Virginia the next evening. Florence took the entire shift because I was too cold, Raj claimed not to know how, and Emma was still too…whatever she was. I was almost positive Raj was lying but didn’t call him on it because it wasn’t too long of a drive—or at least it shouldn’t have been. The detours around stalled cars and closed sections of the freeway extended our three-hour drive into a five-hour journey.

      “Someone else needs to take a turn tomorrow,” Florence announced. “I am too old for this.”

      Everyone turned and looked at me. “Hey! Emma’s the youngest, even if she was born before me.” Florence gave me a frigid look, and I was glad she hadn’t put any magic punch behind it. I was cold enough as it was.

      “If you don’t mind the heater going full blast and a limited range of movement from the pile of blankets I require, I’ll take my turn.” I tried not to sulk. I was sensitive about my age. Hanging out with the all-but-immortal had its downsides. I hated being the new girl in the club.

      “I can drive,” Emma said quietly. “It doesn’t feel like it’s been that long since I’ve done it and your car doesn’t look too different from what I’m used to.”

      “You don’t need to take a turn until you’re feeling back to yourself,” Florence said.

      “I might as well make myself useful. I don’t understand why we’re here and what we’re doing, but I don’t know what else to do at this point but stay with you. Isaac’s scent is all over that Fae.”

      I suppressed my desire to punch Werewolf Barbie in the face and settled for smiling. Based on the increasingly chilly air around me, Florence didn’t think my smile was as friendly as I’d meant it to be.

      Emma continued speaking, either ignorant of or ignoring the unspoken communication between Florence and me. “If Isaac was with you and that Fae,” I couldn’t smother the growl that time, but Emma soldiered on, “then he must have trusted you. Until I figure something else out, I guess I’ll stick around.”

      I was starting to feel truly warm for the first time since we’d left Savannah and noticed Raj eying me warily. Florence was giving me some side-eye, too, but her expression wasn’t wary, it was pissed. Something in Emma had triggered her protective instinct, and our pre-existing friendship wasn’t trumping that.

      I tried to tamp down my anger so I wouldn’t start any fires but not so much that I started shivering again. “Let’s find a place to crash for the rest of the night. We can drive north again in the evening. I need food and sleep.”

      “You’ve been sleeping a lot these last few days,” Florence noted.

      “Byproduct of the gate opening, being shot, and the cold.”

      “And mourning, too, I suspect,” Raj said. He was glaring at Florence although I had no idea why. “Eleanor’s had a rough go of it these last couple of weeks. She’s hitting another magical level, too, which will burn through her resources. We need to get her some protein.”

      “And beer,” I added. “Eleanor needs beer. It’s possible it’s a Fae remedy for power surges.” Sometimes I hated my inability to say random made-up shit to be funny. Phrasing was key, but it made my jokes much less amusing. At least I’m assuming it was the phrasing that made it unfunny since no one in the car was even smiling, much less laughing.

      Florence sighed. “I’ll find a motel. Do we want something operational, or do you want to find something vacant and squat?”

      “If it’s up to me, I’d like something with a fireplace.” Now that my anger was simmering down, I was back to shivering. I needed to find balance if I was going to survive this winter road trip.

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      We drove into town and found a restaurant that’d specialized in wood-fired pizza before the surge. It was the only restaurant in the area that seemed operational, so we stopped there. Places were still taking cash—no credit or debit cards, of course—but I felt guilty paying in a currency that might soon have no value. We did it anyway, picking up three large pizzas. We also got directions to some romantic honeymoon cabins outside of town that had fireplaces and spring-fed hot tubs. We were the only customers and spent our soon-to-be-worthless cash on four cabins, each with its own fireplace and hot tub.

      I raided my stash for a couple of bottles of wine and invited everyone to my cabin for dinner. Florence had one slice of pizza, declared herself full, and leaned back to sip her wine. Emma followed suit, and I gave her side eyes.

      “No way are you full, Emma. I’ve seen shifters eat and know what your metabolism’s like. At least have a second piece. I got three pizzas because I assumed you’d eat an entire one by yourself, and I know I’ll eat at least one.”

      “I am not a glutton,” she said, primly crossing her ankles. I rolled my eyes, and she continued, “Unlike some people.”

      “If you’re really not hungry, fine,” I said, trying—and failing—to keep my tone civil. “But a hungry shifter is a dangerous shifter, and I can’t imagine your control is that great after being a captive for so long.”

      “I am quite full.” Her stomach growled loudly, and it took every ounce of self-control to not laugh in her face. Instead, I passed over a pizza box. She snatched it out of my hands, glared at me, and ate another piece. I was almost done with one of the pizzas when Emma grabbed a third piece. She polished off the entire box of pizza, and I finished the better part of two. When I finally felt like my stomach wasn’t wrapped around my backbone, I groaned, leaned back, and picked up my glass of wine. I wrapped a blanket more firmly around my shoulders and scooted closer to the roaring fire, but the food and wine were doing their job, and I felt marginally warmer.

      “So, tomorrow?” I prompted. “I can drive a bit as long as someone else warms up the car. What’s our gasoline situation?”

      “We should be okay for now,” Florence said. “We’ll need to find a new source of gasoline and refill the cans before heading out for our next trip. We’ll get better gas mileage now that we’re no longer towing the camper.”

      I sat up straighter, nearly spilling my wine. “Oh no! The supplies in the camper? The coffee and beer!”

      “I transferred most of the supplies into the back of the car while you were in the hospital and Florence and Emma were in jail,” Raj said. “Anything that wouldn’t comfortably fit, I left with the Savannah vampires to either hold or trade. I gave them all the ammunition since none of us need that. I kept the coffee, gasoline, canned food, and as much liquor as I could.”

      I relaxed again. “Thanks, Raj. You’re the best.”

      “I know.”

      A soft snore interrupted our banter. Emma had fallen asleep. “I guess it’s time to call it a night,” I said.

      Florence roused Emma and led her off to her own cabin, next to Florence’s.

      Raj leaned forward and topped off my wine glass. I took a sip and then eyed the hot tub. Steam was rising from the surface.

      “Don’t let me stop you,” Raj said. “The warm water will help you relax, soothe any lingering aches, and keep you warm.”

      I stood up and handed him my glass.

      “Turn around,” I commanded.

      He slowly turned a full 360, and I rolled my eyes at him.

      “I’m going to strip. Turn around.”

      “I’ve seen you naked before,” he said.

      “By all the gods, Raj, please just turn around.”

      He did, and I stood, sloughing off my blankets, then quickly removing my coat, a hooded sweatshirt, long-sleeved t-shirt, t-shirt, tank top, and a sports bra. Once my top was bare, I moved closer to the fire and started on my lower half. Jeans, long underwear, four pairs of socks, and a pair of panties later, and I was nude.

      “Okay, you can turn around,” I said after I slid into the natural hot spring.

      His eyes flashed red as he raked them down my newly naked body, distorted as it was by the roiling water.

      “Are you going to invite me to join you?”

      “Only if you’re going to promise to keep your parts to yourself.”

      “I think you misunderstand the purpose of an ensuite hot tub.”

      “I think you forget how recently I lost my mate.”

      Raj stripped quickly and efficiently. I averted my eyes so I wouldn’t see him nude up.

      “You can stop pretending not to watch now,” he said.

      I couldn’t deny it since I couldn’t lie, so I stayed silent.

      He grabbed our wine glasses and the half-full bottle and stepped into the hot tub. I gave up pretending to look away and eyed his naked body appreciatively. He was a beautiful man, and his dark skin glowed with golden-brown undertones. He handed me my glass and took a seat as far away from me as possible.

      After sipping our wine in silence for a few minutes, he looked directly at me. “We’ll find Isaac,” he said. “I promise. We will find him, and we will punish those responsible.”

      Then, for the first time since Yule when I said my last goodbyes, I cried. Raj set down his wine and slid over. He put an arm around me and let me sob into his shoulder for what seemed like eons. Finally, I cried myself out. My eyes felt red and swollen, and I knew I was the picture of beauty.

      “You are always beautiful to me,” Raj’s voice caressed my mind.

      “I need a tissue,” I said.

      Raj reached behind him to his pile of clothes and whisked out a handkerchief. I blew my nose, wincing at the picture I must be presenting.

      “Thank you.”

      Raj looked at me but didn’t say anything. He scooted back across the hot tub. I squelched the pang of disappointment I felt when our bodies lost contact. It’d been five days since Isaac had disappeared from this plane, five days since I’d been in his arms. Five days was a little too soon to be lusting after someone new, even if that lust was a pre-existing condition.

      “Pre-existing condition?” Raj asked.

      “Stay out of my head.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s private.”

      “Eleanor, my sweet, I will not push you. I am patient. I know the witch said to stay out of my bed until after New Orleans, and that you intend to listen to her. I will not stop trying to seduce you—that’s been my goal since we met—but I won’t push too far past your limits.”

      “Not too far?” Now I was trying not to be amused.

      “I have to push a little. But I am old, and I am patient. You will come to my bed sooner or later. I prefer sooner, so I push.”

      “So confident.”

      “Of course.”

      I laughed. I was finally warm, and the combination of the heat and the wine was making me a little sleepy and a little reckless. I wanted to know what it was like to kiss the vampire—really kiss him, not the kisses he’d stolen in the past. And then, I wanted to know what it would be like to have him drink from me.

      “Eleanor,” Raj said. “If you don’t stop that particular line of thought, I might not be as patient as you need me to be.”

      I tried to redirect my train of thought, but from the red flashes in his eyes, I wasn’t doing a very good job.

      “I should go,” he said.

      I wanted to tell him not to go. I wanted him to stay with me, to hold me while I slept, but I knew as well as he did that it wouldn’t stay platonic for long. We were dancing dangerously close to a line I wasn’t sure I wanted to cross, and it wouldn’t take much tonight to push me over the edge. So instead of grabbing him and kissing him, I closed my eyes and said, “Okay. I’ll see you in the evening for the next leg of our journey?”

      “I’ll be back before then. I need to feed.”

      I ignored the stab of jealousy and nodded. I felt a feather-light caress on my face as he exited the hot tub. I kept my eyes closed until I was sure he’d have had a chance to dress and then opened them and looked around. He was gone, and I was alone.

      “Never alone,” his voice whispered to me. “If you need me, just call.”

      I sat in the hot tub and finished my wine. I tried not to think about my complicated relationship with Raj, or my missing mate, or anything more confusing than whether or not I should finish off the last of the pizza. I got out of the hot tub and wrapped myself in the large robe that Raj had left by the tub. I grabbed the pizza box and made a nest of blankets in front of the fireplace. I added enough wood to hopefully last through the rest of the night, then stared into the flames and finished the pizza and the last of the wine.
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      I knew I was dreaming because it was summer, and I was warm. I stretched out, and wings erupted from my back with a suddenness that was both painful and exhilarating. I dropped forward onto all fours and slowly morphed into a dragon.

      When the transformation was complete, I launched myself into the air and surveyed my surroundings. The Earth was barren but beautiful. Browning scrub grass dotted the canyons that were at the base of impossibly high cliffs dotted with holes. When I flew in closer, I realized that the holes were doorways. I was somewhere in the southwest. A hot updraft rose from the canyon floor, and I spread my wings to catch it. As I soared upwards, the unmistakable energy of a gate caught my attention. I flapped my wings to get out of the heat stream and turned towards the gate. I flew over a circle of stone foundations that marked an old village. I wondered who lived there and who lived in the cliff-side village. Did they have people afraid of heights? Or were the easily accessible homes reserved for the elderly and pregnant women?

      Something caught my eye ending my idle speculations. A figure crept out across the desert floor. I was high enough up, and its back was to me, so I couldn’t see if they were male or female, but the way it kept glancing around marked it as someone hoping not to be seen. I flew in closer, operating under the assumption that since I was dreaming, this figure wouldn’t be able to see me.

      Once he—for the figure appeared masculine now that I could see the lines of his body—reached the inside of the foundation circle, he lay down items in an elaborate pattern. He remained crouched for a long time, hands stretched out and then the items slowly sunk into the ground. He dusted his hands off, then stood. The setting sun caught his hair, and it flamed a brilliant red as he turned towards me. Finn.

      In an instant, I forgot this was a dream, and I dove towards him with claws outstretched. I flew right through him with no effect. He didn’t even flinch. He surveyed the area, concentrated for a second, and then the ground smoothed out, looking as if it had never been disturbed. Then he backed away before turning and disappearing.

      I landed in the center of the circle and shed my dragon shape. I located a spot where Finn had buried one of the items and dug it up. I had a flash of wonder that I could affect my dream world when I couldn’t touch Finn, but it faded quickly as I examined my find. It was a small disc, about four inches in diameter and less than two inches thick. I turned it over a couple of times and then saw the pressure plate on one side. It was a landmine. I laid it down and sank into a cross-legged position. I didn’t know how to disarm a landmine. Now that I knew they were here, I could fly into the center where Finn had not placed any mines, but that would leave me isolated.

      The worst, though, was that this was not the next gate. That meant that it was going to be a minimum of three months before we got here—maybe even longer if New Orleans was between the mystical rocks and the cliff village. Tourism had probably dropped off some in recent weeks, but the effects of the cataclysms were less in the southwest, and there might still be tourists coming through here. Or national park rangers. Or lost hikers.

      The more I thought about all the innocent people that could get caught in Finn’s deadly booby traps, the angrier I got. I transformed back into a dragon and roared a great wave of fire at the ground, blackening it beneath me, but having no effect on the one visible landmine.

      Fuck.

      I flew back to the cliff where I’d started my adventure and once again shifted back to my human body. I concentrated on leaving the dream world behind and waking up, and slowly the blue sky, purpling to dusk in the west, faded into black. I struggled for a second, feeling suffocated after the recent freedom of heat and flight and realized I was cocooned in my nest of blankets.

      “Let me help,” Raj said, and he was there, untangling the blankets from around my arms and legs and freeing me from their claustrophobic confines. I sat up in front of the still-burning fire and shivered a bit, more from the memory of my dream than from any real chill. The room was pleasant.

      “Do you want to talk about your dream?” Raj asked.

      “We need to, but we’ll need Florence, too. What time is it?”

      “Nearly dusk, about five.”

      I sighed. “It’s probably time to get going, then.”

      “I have coffee for you,” he said.

      I smiled. “I’m not sleeping with you.”

      He laughed. “That wasn’t my aim. I merely desire civility.”

      I grabbed the proffered cup of coffee. I wanted a shower, but there was no hot water other than that from the hot spring. I settled for a refreshingly brisk face wash with a hot coffee chaser then made Raj turn his back so I could layer on my clothing.
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      WHEN FLORENCE AND Emma arrived with breakfast—fireplace toasted bread with jam—I told them about the dream. Florence looked as concerned as I was, Raj was as unperturbed as ever, and Emma just looked confused.

      “Who’s Finn?”

      “Six-foot-tall red-headed douche-canoe elf,” I said. “He was my best friend and more for years, but our friendship took a decided turn for the worse after I found out who I was and that he’d known all along.”

      “Does he have a little goatee type beard?” Emma asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I think I know him.” She refused to say more, but her delicately pretty face got hard, and the mind readers’ faces turned grim.

      “We need to kill him,” Raj said. “Why is he still alive?”

      Florence looked ill. “He’s alive because of me. I asked you not to kill him.”

      “You said we’d need him,” I reminded her. “Is that still true?”

      She didn’t answer for several seconds, and I wondered what was going on in her head.

      “She’s wondering if what we still need him for outweighs the damage he did to Emma,” Raj said.

      “What do we need him for?” I asked out loud, but also directed at Raj in case he was picking up something.

      “I can’t tell you,” Florence answered, not shocking anyone.

      “She’s hidden that away,” Raj said to me.

      “Well, he’s not here right now anyway,” I pointed out. “So we aren’t going to kill him today. Eventually, he will pay for his crimes. And now we have fair warning that no one can approach that gate except me, and that I must approach from the air.”

      “It’s too bad you didn’t dream the location of the next gate. That would’ve been more useful,” Emma said.

      I felt my fists tighten and a surge of heat washed over me. Anger was counterproductive, and she was right. “You’re right, Emma,” I said, trying to unclench my teeth. “That would have been a lot more useful. However, knowing there are landmines scattered around a future gate is also a handy fact. We’ll want to use caution for all the gates, in case there are similar booby traps everywhere.”

      “Where are we headed today?” Florence asked.

      “We’re headed northeast until we get tired of driving, and I said I’d take my turn.”

      Florence went out to start the car and get it warmed up, while I made sure we were packed and the fire was out.

      “This is the best place we’ve ever stayed,” I said, eyeing the fireplace and hot tub with regret. “We have weeks before we need to open the next gate, we should stay here for most of that time.”

      “There’s no way anything could go wrong with that,” Raj said.

      “Think of the possibilities,” I pointed out. “Eventually, you’d wear me down in the hot tub; you know you would. Hot tubs are dangerous.”

      “Hmmm…maybe you’re right.” He took two steps towards me until only a fraction of an inch was between us. “I know you tease, but this is not a game for me. Not anymore.” He dipped his head and kissed me before grabbing my backpack and disappearing out into the cold.

      I raised my hand to my lips and tried to tamp down on the erotic movie that had started playing in my head.

      “I guess I know how seriously you took your mating,” Emma said. She glared at me, and I stared coolly back.

      “Excuse me?”

      “You claim you mated with Isaac and now he’s dead, and you’re making out with a vampire less than a week later? You’re a liar and a cheat.”

      “First, I can’t claim anything that’s not true. You’d think your time among the Fae would’ve taught you that we can’t lie. Whatever else you want to think of me, at least know that is one thing that is never going to happen. Second, you do not know me, or Raj, or my relationship with Isaac. He was my mate. We were together less than two months before we mated under the full moon. How long did he date you?”

      She stared at me and didn’t answer.

      “How long?”

      “A year and a half,” she replied.

      I rocked back on my feet a bit. I hadn’t realized it was that long. I did my best to forget about the engagement ring he’d told me he’d had for decades and powered on. “A year and a half. And did you mate?”

      “No.”

      “I guess we know who captured his heart and who captured his passing fancy.” I was being cruel, but I didn’t care. “And lastly, Isaac is not dead. We are mated. Do you know what that means? I can feel him when he’s not blocking me, and right now he’s in too much pain to block me. The link is weak because he’s on a different plane, but I can feel him in my head. He is alive, and I will rescue him. So, before you criticize me and the way I’m handling my grief at losing my mate, the man who sacrificed himself to save you, you need to remember I feel his pain every second and right now, I’m not sure his sacrifice was worth it.”

      I walked out of the cabin, and it took every ounce of self-control I had not to slam the door behind me.

      Florence was glaring at me as I approached the car. I needed to figure out a way to mitigate the irritation Emma was causing before I irreparably damaged my friendship with Florence. I caught a glimpse of the blonde werewolf coming out of the cabin, under the weight of all her bags, but before I could do more than wonder when and where she’d had a chance to pick up luggage and possessions, Raj and Florence rushed to help her.

      “She’s a werewolf,” I said—albeit very, very quietly. “She could carry twice that without breaking a sweat.” Raj pulled up short, laughed ruefully, and then took a couple bags from her anyway because that’s who he was. Florence, who for all that she was a mage, still did not possess superhuman strength, took everything else. Raj then took the bags from Florence, leaving both women empty-handed.

      I turned my back before I said anything regrettable and got into the warmed-up car. Raj slid into the seat beside me after stowing Emma’s luggage—seriously, where had she gotten luggage?—and the other two got in the back.

      “I went shopping for her last night.” Raj’s voice slipped into my mind. “I broke into a local mall and brought her suitcases and clothing. And it wasn’t enough, so I had to make a second trip.”

      I had been about to pull out onto the main road when he made that confession and I stomped on the brake a little too hard.

      “You what?”

      “Inside voice, please,” he said telepathically.

      I moved my attention back to my driving and my conversation back to my mind. “You went shopping for her? Like an errand boy? You—the second most powerful vampire in the world⁠—”

      “On this continent.”

      I waved his correction away. “Whatever. You’re the most powerful vampire in my world. My point is that you’re not somebody’s personal shopper.”

      “She looked so sad. She totally played me, just like she did now with the luggage.”

      “I need new clothes,” I said, looking down at my worn and tattered outfit.

      “Oh, I picked up something for you, too.” The image he sent made me blush.

      “Stop it!” I said that out loud for emphasis.

      “Are they always this annoying?” Emma asked from the back seat.

      “It’s only recently that Raj has been traveling with us like this,” Florence replied. “But they’ve always carried on their conversations like that if that’s what you’re asking. When Isaac was here, the three of them were nothing but trouble.”

      “But very, very good-looking trouble,” Raj said.

      I smiled over the pang of heartache that hearing Isaac’s name caused.

      “We have some time today, and we have some things to talk about,” I said. “Emma, how much has Florence filled you in on what we’re doing?”

      “Not much,” Emma said, and I could tell she was pouting.

      “It is your story to tell,” Florence said.

      I quickly sketched out the events thus far. “The magical barriers between the Fae plane and this one were weakening, and the power came to me, as a Fae-born child raised here, last midsummer. In order to break the barriers and restore traffic and balance between the two planes, I need to use that power to open eight gates, each on one of the old pagan holy days.

      “Each time I open a gate on this plane, there are a few moments when they are functional—as you saw—but then they close again, although not so tight as before. They also release a magical burst of energy that is devastating to the electrical grids and computery things. When I opened the first gate, we didn’t know, and many people died when the magical pulse took out the onboard navigational systems of the nearby aircraft.

      “Now, most of the country is without electricity, and modern cars, which are chock-full of computer systems, do not run. That’s why we’re driving this old thing. And why Isaac should’ve just listened to me from the beginning and let me take the Vantage.”

      “Oh, he still has that?” Emma said. “The first time we made love was in that car.”

      “She’s lying,” Raj said.

      Emma gasped.

      “Sweetheart,” I said, “Just because you can tell a lie doesn’t mean you should. Especially when you’re traveling with psychics.”

      “Also,” Raj interjected, “And I mean this in the spirit of friendly advice, you should think twice about pissing off Eleanor. I don’t understand your motivations there, but she is driving, and she gets hot when she’s angry. I do not want to be trapped in the car with a fireball. I’m more flammable than the average person.”

      “He’s right, Emma,” Florence said. “Making Eleanor angry is dangerous.”

      “So, anyway,” I said, trying to get my recap back on task. “I opened the first gate in Portland in August.”

      “Killing a lot of people,” Emma interrupted.

      I flexed my fingers on the steering wheel and tried to remain calm. The one benefit to talking to Emma seemed to be that I was feeling the cold a lot less. Of course, if I got any hotter, I might start smoking, and then I’d have to open the window. I tried to remember the breathing exercises Finn had taught me when I was learning to meditate to center my power. “After Portland, Finn, Isaac, and I traveled to the Black Hills in South Dakota and opened the second gate. That’s where we met Florence and where Raj tried to have me eliminated.”

      “Kidnapped, my sweet. Neutralized. Not killed.”

      I smiled at him. “You were going to put me in a dungeon.”

      “But alive!”

      “Florence joined us, but Finn left us, due to having shown his true colors as a major asshat, and then Isaac, Florence and I took a roundabout trip, ending up in St. Louis. Raj joined us permanently halfway there when I called him after killing an old Russian vampire. Isaac and I went through the mating ceremony, and then I opened the third gate. All four of us traveled to Savannah, although Raj didn’t travel with us, just met us there. I opened the fourth gate, Isaac sacrificed himself because he is too noble for his own good, and here we are, headed to Pennsylvania to find some magical musical rocks.”

      “Pennsylvania. Good, more information.”

      “It’s so weird how it slips out like that,” I said. “Why can’t I just know things?”

      Raj pulled out our road atlas and was studying Pennsylvania. “I don’t see any mention of mystical musical rocks on here,” he said. “We’ll need to pick up a tourist guide once we get to Pennsylvania.”

      “The real question,” I said, “Is what we’re going to do with you, Emma.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “Well, you’ve been saved from the evil vampire, but she isn’t the forgive and forget type of gal. From what I’ve heard, she doesn’t let go easily. It’s possible she’ll want you back, although I can’t imagine why. She certainly tried to arrange things to keep you and Isaac. And the first place she’d look for you would be with us. In order to keep you safe, we should probably distance ourselves from you.”

      “You promised to keep her safe,” Florence said.

      “That’s what I was suggesting,” I said.

      “Do you really believe that dropping her off in Hershey, Pennsylvania would be the safest place for her?” Florence asked. I narrowed my eyes. I knew what she was trying to do.

      “I wasn’t proposing that we just drop her off at the side of the road like an unwanted puppy. I thought we could find the nearest Pack and petition them for her protection.”

      “She’d be safer with us,” Florence said.

      “She’d be an easier target with us,” I countered.

      “But safer, because we are better equipped to meet the threat. If Finn goes after her...”

      I bowed my head and conceded defeat. “Fine. She can stay with us, but she has to contribute in some useful way.”

      “She just got out of fifty years of Fae prison,” Florence yelled. I was shocked. I don’t think I’d ever heard her raise her voice, or be anything but calm.

      “It only felt like six to her,” I pointed out. Weather patterns were developing in the car. The backseat was taking on a decidedly frosty appearance, and the front seat was getting a bit smoky. “We need to calm the fuck down,” I said.

      “You need to stop arguing about me like I’m an idiot child that needs to be protected,” Emma said. “How about asking me what I want to do?”

      She had a point. A really, really good point.

      “That is an excellent point,” I conceded. “My dislike for you clouded my judgment. It is my opinion, and apparently Florence’s, that you would be better protected with us because we are familiar with the douchenozzle elf. However, you are an adult, and certainly not without resources of your own, and can do whatever you’d like.”

      “Isaac is still alive?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And you are planning on rescuing him?”

      “After the gates are all opened, yes.”

      “The gates are more important to you?”

      “The gates are on a pretty strict timetable,” I said. I took a deep breath, held it for a ten count, and then let it out. “If I don’t open the gates when they need to be opened, it’s possible that either they or I will explode. Neither of those scenarios will be good for Isaac.”

      “I will stay with you until you rescue Isaac. I owe him my life.”

      “You may stay with us for now. When it is time to rescue Isaac, we can talk. I am not agreeing to take you with me on that mission.”

      “You will agree to that now, or I’ll leave.”

      “You don’t have the upper hand here. I might think it’s better for you if you stay, but I don’t want you to, so that’s a worthless threat. If you want to stay, you can, but you can’t compel me to do anything I don’t want to do.”

      “Fine.”

      “And a couple rules, since you’re going to be our new traveling friend. One—you make yourself useful. You practice driving until you feel comfortable with it. Two—don’t downplay your own strength and abilities. We’re not your servants or your assistants. Three—you start self-defense training. You might be a werewolf, but it’s been a while since you’ve fought, I’m guessing. I want you to be able to defend yourself and us when we’re attacked. And four—you stop making jabs about my relationship with Isaac.”

      She looked like she wanted to say something, but stopped and merely nodded. The backseat looked warmer now, and I’d stopped smoking.

      “Florence, are you okay?”

      “Fine. Sorry for losing my temper.”

      “No problem. Restores my faith in humanity. You’re still my BFF.” She laughed and everything was okay. I turned my attention back to the eerily empty freeway and kept on driving.
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        * * *

      

      We stopped for the night in Hershey, and I tried to quash my disappointment that the chocolate factory was not open for tours. I’d maybe indulged in a Willie Wonka-esque daydream or two, although my fantasies were less “innocent children’s film” and more “sexy Oompa Loompas give relaxing massages in a chocolate lake.” What? I never said I was normal.

      The pull of the gate was stronger now. I was uncomfortable and would be until we located the gate, and I stood in the nexus. We were so close, yet we still had over a month until the next gate could be opened. It would only take a couple of days to zero in on the location. Less if I could convince my dragon self to go for a flight in this cold. A full body shiver caught up with me as I rushed into the motel we’d picked out for the night, and I decided there wouldn’t be any flying anytime soon.

      By the time I’d crossed the parking lot and gotten into my room, my teeth were chattering so hard I was afraid I’d lose my tongue if it got in the way. I dove into the bed and wrapped all the blankets around myself in an attempt to get warm. I managed to raise my core temperature enough to stop the violent shivers and calm the tongue-decapitating—delinguatating?—chatters, but I was still frigid. Now would be an excellent time for Emma to show up and start talking.

      “You should work on raising your core temperature without anger,” Raj said. “If anger truly warms you, and doesn’t just cause you to ignore the cold, then there must be a way to do it without being angry.”

      “That thought had occurred to me,” I said, not even attempting to temper my snark.

      Raj grinned. “That’s why I’m along. To think the big thoughts.”

      I carefully untwined an arm from my blanket nest and extricated it long enough to shoot him the bird.

      “We need to find a gym, or large indoor area, so we can work out,” I said. “It’s been a while since we’ve sparred and I don’t want to lose my edge. Heh, sword pun.” I paused so Raj could chuckle appreciatively at my clever joke, and glared at him when he didn’t.

      “Anyway, we also need to assess where Emma’s at, combat-wise, and make sure she can, at the very least, effectively defend herself against all comers.”

      “Don’t worry about me, Fae,” Emma said. I’d heard her come in, of course. There wasn’t a lot of sneaking around possible in a group of supernaturals. “It’s you who are the weak link now, curled up in your blankets. What would you do if someone came in and attacked? Ask them to please wait while you managed to remove the layers and layers of clothing you have on so you can move freely?”

      I felt my temperature start to rise and concentrated, trying to figure out what was happening so I could consciously duplicate it.

      “Florence? Can you drop your body temperature on purpose?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Can you raise it?”

      “Not as easily, but yes.”

      “How do you do it?”

      “Excuse me,” Emma said. “I was talking.”

      “Keep doing that,” I said, eyes closed. “It’s definitely working.”

      “I can tell you how I change body temperatures, but our magic is different enough that I’m not sure it will apply. My power flows from the earth and yours from the elements. When I want to raise or lower my body temperature, I must tap into the part of me that is connected to the earth. It helps if I’m physically touching the earth, but as long as I haven’t been out of contact for a long time, I usually have enough reserves. Then I take the power and create a false sensory input for the hypothalamus, either heat or cold, depending on which way I want my internal temperature to adjust.”

      I stared at her. “Oh. I’ll think about that, then.”

      My anger died down when Emma stopped talking, and I was getting cold again. I tried to recreate the feeling but didn’t have any luck. I gave up and decided to try a different method. I turned my head towards Emma. “You were saying?”

      Fifteen minutes later, I was warm enough to come out of my blanket cocoon. Florence was torn between irritation at my methods and her protective instinct towards Emma and didn’t even crack a smile once. Raj leaned back against a wall. He was an excellent leaner.

      “I’m keeping an eye—figuratively, of course—on things,” he said. “I’ll know if anyone or anything approaches.”

      “Are we expecting to be attacked?” Emma asked.

      “Almost constantly,” I said.

      “It’s not surprising, really. Who wouldn’t want to kill you?”

      “Excellent point. And now that you’re here, anyone who was content to let me pass by without an assassination attempt won’t be able to resist taking a pot shot at you, I’m sure.”

      “Enough,” Florence interrupted. “Emma, would you like to come with me to see if we can find some hot food? It’ll be a good time for you to get some driving practice in.”

      “We’re so close to the gate,” I said. “We should be able to set up a more permanent base of operations tomorrow.”

      “Can we start doing things at normal times then?” Emma asked. “I’m sick of all this driving in the dark. Why do we have to have a vampire anyway?”

      I ignored her question and decided that Florence could address any ongoing concerns while they were out on their driving lesson slash food run. When the door closed behind them, I let out a sigh and felt my shoulders relax. I sat down on the bed and pulled the blankets onto my lap. Raj sat behind me and placed his hands on my shoulders.

      “You’re very tense,” he whispered in my ear. He rubbed my shoulders, finding tiny knots, and working at them until they dissipated.

      “She’s irritating.”

      “She’s young.”

      “I think she’s even older than Florence,” I said.

      “Her birth date might be before Florence’s, but she is younger than all of you. She must have been in her early twenties when Michelle snatched her, and she was only imprisoned for six years. She’s twenty-eight or twenty-nine, a product of the 1950’s, and she’s just found out she lost fifty years. Oh, and that her boyfriend mated with a Fae, one of the people responsible for her imprisonment.”

      I sighed. “When you put it that way, I almost feel sorry for her.”

      “I’m sure you’ll lose sight of all that next time she makes a snide comment. She’s putting you down to make herself feel better. What she really needs is some therapy, a professional who can help her learn to talk about her trauma and start to heal from it. Instead, she’s using you as her therapeutic punching bag because you’re an easy target.”

      I grunted, not wanting to agree that she was in any way justified in her attitudes and actions, but unable to disagree with Raj’s assessment. “When did you get to be so wise?”

      “Fourteen thirty-seven. It was March fifth at approximately ten thirty in the morning. I threw a celebratory dinner party that evening.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Smart ass.”

      “Did you figure out how to raise your temperature without being goaded into anger?”

      “No. I feel like it’s almost there, but I can’t quite grasp it.”

      “Did you try giving your hypothalamus false sensory input?”

      I laughed. “I have not tried that. I’m not entirely sure what the hypothalamus is, other than a…thing…that regulates body temperature. I’ve heard of it, but couldn’t tell you anything else, like its location, and what other kinds of things it does. I don’t want to be mucking about with my internal organs or glands or whatever it is unless I’m confident I know what I’m doing.”

      “That sounds so sensible.”

      “I’m a very sensible person,” I said. “And you know it must be true if I said it.”

      “All I know at this point is that you believe it to be true. That doesn’t make it so.”

      His massage had stopped, but he was still sitting behind me. I leaned back into him, but he moved before I could settle in. I turned my head to see what was going on and he wrapped a small wool blanket around my shoulders before pulling me back. “Just some extra protection against my cold. I can’t regulate my body temperature, either, and I don’t want to chill you any further.”

      I relaxed into Raj, and he wrapped his arms around me. It felt good to be held but weird that it wasn’t Isaac. I knew that Isaac had some unreasonable—well, okay, maybe slightly reasonable—jealousy issues with Raj, but I also knew that he wouldn’t mind me taking comfort where it was offered. Hell, he’d practically gift-wrapped me and presented me to Raj. My irritation with that heavy-handed patriarchal move helped warm me a little more.

      “I can give you more than comfort,” Raj said.

      “I know. But I’m not ready for more than this.”

      “It is inevitable.”

      “Maybe. But it isn’t immediate.”

      Raj turned my head and kissed me lightly on the lips. At that moment, I wanted more. I reached up, grabbed his head, and kissed him back. All my heartache, all my frustrations, all my anger—I poured it into that kiss. At some point, I’d twisted my body around and ended up straddling his lap, the wool blanket bunched up awkwardly between us.

      I felt warmth pool between my legs and vaguely thought this was a much nicer way to warm up than fighting with Emma.

      “Think of the devil,” Raj murmured against my lips before pulling slightly back and breaking contact. I had the barest moment to wonder what he meant when the door was flung open violently.

      I slumped against Raj’s chest then turned myself back around to meet Emma’s accusing, yet oddly triumphant gaze.
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TERMINATION
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