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Warnings




For those who may be more sensitive to certain subjects than others, I want you to be aware of some of the darker aspects of this story before you begin reading. 

This book contains violence, including a shooting and murder, physical altercations, blood, threats, and other dark-themed content. 

There is also adult content and language. 

As with all of my books, there will be a positive twist, positive messages and relationships, and a happy ending if you’re willing to endure the little bit of gore that this story required to get there. 
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Chapter 1 


Tavionna





I feel it at the same time the hunters do, the air seems to shift, warning us of impending danger. Seuke crowds me to protect me the same way the hunters do for Kari and Jeff, and then it seems to happen in slow motion. I hear the pounding of the shot ring out, see it hit Jeff as he grunts at the jolt. I gasp, hating that I didn’t react faster to save him as Kari screams his name in a pitch I’ve never heard her make before. 

That’s it. They’ve really done it this time. They’ve fucked with my sister, hurt her deeply, and I won’t stand for this. I may have made the mistake of seeing her as the enemy at one point as well, but I know better now. I love her now, and I won’t let them get away with this. I have no way of knowing just yet if she was the intended target or not, but I do know that I can’t stand for this. It’s my duty to help protect her, it’s why I came here, what the Guardians asked me to do, and I’ll be damned if I fail a request from the universe. 

A growl rips from my throat as my power flares, making my body glow unnaturally. The hunters continue their efforts of shooting arrows and rushing into the dense woods, but I know better. I don’t know how, but I feel it inside, exactly what I need to do. Their efforts won’t be enough, the shooter and any he has with him will run from them, the primitive weapons just aren’t going to cut it in this fight. And it now is clear why I was brought here. I up the ante in this fight, I alone can change its trajectory, and I will. 

My power pulses from me, allowing me to easily sense where the enemies are within the trees. Despite this not being my home planet, I can still sense that I can manipulate it nonetheless, and I will do so to save those I love. Focusing on the three enemies I can pinpoint, I let my hands spread, imagining reaching into the earth below me and traveling through it. Vines sprout and ensnare their legs, wrapping up their bodies. The shooter manages to break out, and I isolate them in a whirlwind, stopping them. He can’t see or hear much to find his way even if he tried. 

I watch as the hunters glance at me, shrug, and go to collect the two wrapped in vines, leaving me to focus on the shooter. My power wraps around the vortex tunnel and pulls, and as I speak, my voice is eerily amplified, even to my own ears. “Come here, you’ll be made to pay for what you’ve done to those I love.” 

The hunters gather close, watching for my cue, as I finally release the shooter into their possession, but my powers don’t dim. The shooter is a mere boy in his teens at best, his eyes locked on me as I glow, seeing my reflection in his brown eyes. There’s something off, a hint of fear buried deep beneath the nonchalance he exhibits on the outside. It’s an odd and eerie sort of thing to see inner and outer emotions, as if he’s two people. It shouldn’t be possible, and I’m not yet sure what to make of it, so I focus on the task at hand instead and plan to come back to this issue. 

“Tie them all up in the center of the village, there will be an interrogation. Wait for Captain Kari or myself, please, hunters.” The first part of my statement is filled with venom, directed at the slimy boy tied in their arms. The second part is to the hunters, all of whom bow to me before carrying off the three boys. 

Closing my eyes, I feel for the barrier surrounding this village, feel it pulse with electricity from the computer hacker who programmed it. Time to beef this up exponentially. Letting my power pulse deeply from me, I dump it into the barrier, turning it an opaque color that no one can see through, making it a physically seen barrier to stop all sorts of attacks. No one, even villagers, will be allowed in or out without approval of my magic or Kij’s computer. 

I finally release my powers, feeling my body settle down, the rush die off, as I whisper a thank you to the goddess for providing them. “Asànte, Wakike Wonékano.” Seuke is waiting patiently, a grim look on his face. He holds out a hand to me, and I take it, allowing him to lead me to the village center where we find the three boys tied up and sitting on the ground, heavily guarded. 

“No wonder they were able to get in easily, they’re villagers. They walked right out and right back in, thanks to Kij’s brilliant little system. Well, no more of that!” I look at each boy in turn, noticing that they all have that nonchalance about them, but the shooter is grinning as if proud of what he’s done. My stomach churns, angry fire burning in my veins. He’ll wait, they’ll all wait, until I can check on my sister and her friend. 

I turn to the hunters, the big, scarred one turning to me with a dark look on his face. “These boys have been manipulated somehow, they were good kids. Something is wrong here.” His words are low, filled with the sincerity he feels. He means this, and he’s nervous, looking to me and others above him for some form of guidance. 

“We’ll get to the bottom of it, I assure you of that. First, I’d like to check in on Kari and Jeff, see if all will be well. I’ll also speak to my father, brief him on all this, speak with Kij about the barrier and protections, and when Kari is ready, we’ll interrogate them and figure out exactly what’s going on.” 

He gives me a terse nod before I turn and head for my father’s cabin. It doesn’t take me long to get him up to speed, and he sends the Sautii who are with him over to help Jeff, while he insists he will stay in the village center with the kids and keep others away. Seuke and I then rush down to the Nobodies’ ship, Kij meeting us outside as he demands to know what the fuck I did to his precious barrier. 

“I fixed it, that’s what. You can be pissed off if you want, but you allowing the villagers access in and out is what allowed this to happen. No more, no one goes in or out without express permission and a good reason. We can’t allow anyone else to get hurt. I don’t care if you don’t like it, I’m protecting my family. Help me or leave.” My voice is stern, and Kij’s jaw works a bit before he sighs, relenting. 

“You’re right, it was my mistake that allowed this. Not again. I didn’t think villagers would leave willingly and get brainwashed or something. Should have expected it considering what the tech here is doing.” His last sentence is mumbled, a sigh escaping, and I can see just how badly this screw up affects him. His fists clench in anger, his jaw tightening and releasing as he breathes deep. “I’ll keep researching and find the answers Kari needs. You seem to have this under control. Thanks for fixing my mistake.” His last words sound a tad sarcastic as he gives a simple nod and runs up into the ship, leaving me to stand there in shock for a moment.  

I can’t imagine what he must be feeling, the anger, the pain, the guilt. This isn’t his fault, whether it was his system or not. Someone else took advantage of the nice gesture he gave to these villagers, and they are the only ones responsible for this. He was used, just like many of us. Too bad he didn’t stay long enough to let me say that. He could stand to hear it said.

Finally, I can focus on what’s most important to me. My sister is hurting, fearing for her friend's life, and I need to be there. I’m not entirely sure which cabin the hunters took Jeff into, but I know I’ll find Kari through our sisterly bonds. Kari’s pain radiates to me from the cabin she’s holed up in, and I follow it to her, knowing she needs my support right now more than ever. 
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Chapter 2 


Willa





Jeff is finally sleeping soundly after being cleaned up and bandaged properly. Tonya has arrived and brought along much of the seaweed from the Great Lake. It should help Jeff heal faster. Vahru is working with her and Melodia to get it into a poultice and tea for him. 

I stand off to the side and watch them work. Kari is sitting at the table with Kosiiba. Her tears have finally dried, but she’s refusing to leave, needing to make sure that Jeff will make it through. I understand the sentiment as he’s my mate. I need him to pull through this for me. Living without Jeff just wouldn’t be living. 

Tears prick at my eyes once more at the thought, and I have to swallow several times as I fight them. No. That’s enough crying, it’s enough wallowing in pain. It’s time to do what I can to ensure his safety, that he heals, that he has the best help he can get. Tohtor believes that what Vahru is doing is the best he could get here, even with all his fancy equipment, the seaweed works as well if not better than his healing ointments, so he’s leaving us to it.

Vahru and Tonya assure me that the seaweed will work quickly to help him rebuild the muscle and tissue that was damaged, saving his life. Despite the blood loss, they don’t believe the bullet hit any major arteries or organs, so he’d be fine even without it, but his recovery would take much longer. I don’t know if I could stand that, so I’m grateful for the sped up recovery time. It soothes the frayed edges of my nerves. 

A knock at the door draws my attention, and I head to it, opening it to find Tavionna and Seuke. I give them a grim smile and open the door for them, Tavionna sweeping right past me to Kari, who stands and hugs her tight. They’re very lucky to have each other, to be sisters, even if by mating. They’ll be able to help each other through such difficult times. Makes me wish I had family left here for me, but I’ve got my friends, and that’s enough. 

“I’ve spoken to the chief and to Kij, the barrier is now dark and solid, no one goes in or out without permission. Criido is in the village center with the boys responsible, waiting for us to come and interrogate them, figure out what’s really going on here. Security is heightened, so you have nothing to fear. I’m going to make sure you guys are protected. Nothing like this is happening again.” 

Anger boils beneath my skin, an emotion I’m not accustomed to, but it’s helping me a lot right now. The anger drowns out the sorrow and pain, allowing me clear focus on the moment, on the task ahead of me. I need to get to the bottom of this, need to see who’s responsible for nearly taking my mate from me. The answers to my burning questions may just heal a broken part of me that’s mourning deep inside. I don’t care who they are or what they were told, I won’t let them get away with this. They’ll pay for this, one way or another, even if it has to be with their life. “Let’s go.” 

Tavi turns to me, her face grim. “Willa, they’re just teen boys. They’ve been manipulated, but they are responsible. We need to do this carefully.” 

“I don’t care who they are, they nearly took my mate from me, and I’m going to make sure they know what they did was wrong. Let’s. Go.” My words are harsh, deep, and I whirl around, throwing open the door. I’m not waiting for them and their delicate touches. I want answers, right now. 

The anger surges through me as I storm into the center of the village where several hunters are guarding three teen boys from our village. Criido stands watch as well, his eyes assessing. “Isolate the shooter. We’re going to talk,” I bark out and wait for the hunters to do as I say. They pull the boy from the end over to a chair and shove him down for me. 

He smiles at me, seeming to be completely unaffected and unconcerned about what will happen to him now that we know he did it. I don’t care how he feels, it’s my mate dying in my bed right now. He’s going to tell me what I want to know, or so help me. I’ll make sure he feels something much more painful than a little smugness. Regret or guilt won’t even come close. 

“Who convinced you to do this?” I pause and stare down at the boy, watching as he continues to simply smirk at me. 

“Who do you work for?” I growl out the words this time, desperately hoping for an answer, and still, none comes. Kari and Tavionna stand behind me, the guards all around us, Criido watching on in the back of the crowd. 

Anger and a need for vengeance boils in my veins, building rapidly with each lack of answer to my questions. Each time his lips twitch in that stupid smirk, I want to punch him. I’ve never felt so violent, so unhinged, and part of me is relishing in it because I need to feel something else right now, but the tiny part of me I’ve hidden is cowering from this. I can’t think about how this will affect me later. Instead, I let the rage flow so I can achieve something other than crying my eyes out. 

“What did they offer you for this? Huh?” Again, I pause for an answer I don’t receive. “Why did you do this!?” I scream at him this time, desperation clawing at me. We need answers, we need to protect ourselves, to stop this, but how can we if we don’t know who’s doing it, who’s in charge? What happened to this boy? 

I turn and look at those around me, but no one steps forward to help, to do anything, they simply watch on with mixed expressions ranging from rage to sympathy to pity. All it does is piss me off even more, and when the boy begins to chuckle in a deranged way, I turn back to him simply seeing red. 

“Kari must be stopped. The easiest way to hurt her is to take what she loves most. Duh.” 

I hear a gasp behind me that I assume is Kari but my ears begin to ring. A feral growl erupts from me as I lurch forward, getting right into his face. I bare my teeth, but he continues to smirk. “There will be punishment for hurting my mate, you fucker.” 

He laughs again, this time full of humor. “What are you gonna do?” His eyes meet mine, and I see the humor and challenge in his face, but his eyes seem sorrowful, scared, and I know somewhere deep inside me that something is wrong with him. But when he cocks one eyebrow, challenging me, I snap inside, something breaking and unleashing all my raw emotions. 

My vision blurs into a red haze, the pain and anger at all I’ve had to endure at his hand rising in a missive tidal wave as I scream at the top of my lungs. My body lunges forward, I taste blood, hear his gurgle for mercy, but I feel none. When I right myself, I spit a chunk of something from my mouth and look down at him, his body twitching as he falls onto the ground, blood pooling from the gaping hole in his throat. My eyes move to the chunk I spit from my mouth, connecting my actions with reality as I see that I’ve ripped his throat out with my own teeth. 

Warm liquid drips down my chin, but I can’t seem to process what’s happening. Feelings of intense rage, regret, disgust, vengeance, and satisfaction swirl together, churning my stomach, but I still don’t fully understand what’s just happened. I turn to those around me and see Kari and Tavionna blanch and step back. My gaze pins Tavionna in place as I tell her, “There’s something wrong with them. Maybe your magic can help fix it.” 

Without waiting for a response, I turn to the forest and storm off, needing to release this pent up energy. I’m livid and ready to destroy anything in my path. I’ve never felt this way before, never been bloodthirsty or eager for violence, but it seems that it’s exactly what I need right now. 

Cruzig follows me on my path, keeping a close eye but a healthy distance, until I reach the edge of the barrier. I walk along it until I reach the Great Lake, although it’s a side of it that I’ve not often been to, further away from others. 

I scream and tear at my hair, ripping the dress around my legs. My arms and legs lash out at the plants around me, needing something to hurt. My screams and yells rage until my voice grows hoarse and my throat begins to ache. That’s when I settle on the shore and stare at myself in the water, wondering what I’ve become, as my mind finally settles back to normal. 

I’ve shut down my bond with Jeff, I can’t feel him, and he can’t feel me. It’s like I’ve lost him completely. I’ve just killed someone out of impulse. Was it impulse or a desire to protect my mate? Seems like a bit of both, but does that justify it or make it worse? Will Jeff still love me when he realizes that I’ve broken down over this, become a murderer, lost touch with reality? 

Who am I now? 
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Chapter 3 


Jeff





Images flash behind my closed lids; faces, colors, things that don’t seem to make any sense. There’s sound, but it’s so far away I can’t make it out. Things seem to happen in slow motion. Pain. It’s everywhere, permeating everything, making me want to go back to the darkness where it was quiet and blissful. 

What happened? Where am I now? The last thing I remember is Kari telling me about the king they discovered, how he seems to tie into everything happening here. We were about to round up the hunters when they approached, surrounding us in a protective circle. 

A loud noise jolted me, something felt wrong. It was as if everything stopped for me. There was no sound, no feeling, no air in my lungs. Then Kari screamed my name, and I fell into her arms. Kosiiba crowded her, the hunters shot arrows, people were yelling, but it was all at a distance. I remember Kari’s face, the tears streaming down her cheeks as she begged me to stay with her. Where would I go without her? Nowhere. I’m always with her. Always. 

My head rolls to the side, a groan escaping me, and I shift, wincing when pain blooms across my chest. My eyes finally manage to open and settle on a sleeping Willa beside me, curled up in the bed. A throat clearing draws my attention to the other side of my bed where Vahru is sitting, watching me. He leans forward, placing a hand on my shoulder. 

“Don’t move, Jeff. You need to rest and heal, okay? This is serious.” His blue eyes are wide, his brows pulled in a sympathetic grimace. There’s blood on his tan shirt, his hair pulled back into a low ponytail which is pulled over one shoulder. I stare at him for a moment, trying to understand what’s so serious, what happened. Whose blood is that? Not mine, surely. 

It takes several swallows to finally croak out, “What happened?” 

He blinks at me for a moment before leaning back, pulling his hand into his lap. He then turns, grabbing a cup and leaning over me. He holds my head up gently as he helps me sip the water carefully while he explains, “You were shot in the chest, Jeff. A gun, which is something we don’t often see in the village. Someone came after you from the city. What is the last thing you do remember?” He slowly sits back down when I’m done, waiting patiently for me to respond.

I close my eyes and try to think back, I had just thought through this. “Kari and Kosiiba were with Tavionna, they had just come from the Nobodies and said they’d found a king. They thought he was the one behind everything here, but we needed to do more digging. We were going to inform the hunters, beef security, when they approached and surrounded us…” I swallow again, struggling to choke down on the fear and pain rising within from the memory. The loud sound, the jolt, Kari screaming. I was dying. 

“That’s when you were shot, wasn’t it?” Vahru’s voice is low, gentle, as we speak and try not to wake Willa. All I can manage in answer is a simple nod of the head, allowing him to continue filling in my blanks. “I heard the shot from inside Father’s cabin, so I grabbed a med bag I keep there in case and ran out, worried I’d find Kari hurt. She was screaming to keep you awake, trying to staunch the blood. She removed the bullet from the wound.” 

His eyes lift to mine, causing him to pause as I remember now. I feel the blood drain from my face as I relive that moment, her warning me it would hurt, then the excruciating pain of her fingers digging into my flesh, searching for the bullet, the pull she fought to remove it from the wound. The hoarse feeling of my throat from screaming. I must have passed out because I don’t remember much after that. 

“After, Willa helped me make a poultice for the wound, stopping the blood flow. We got you in here, cleaned you up as best we could, bandaged you, we’ve changed the poultice a few times. So far, it seems you’ll make it out of this alive. We’re going to keep monitoring you, though, just to be safe. Just rest, Jeff. You’re safe and in good hands.” 

I turn to look at Willa, staring at her for a long moment as I memorize her features. Her hair is messy, her dress torn, and there’s blood on her, more than I feel there should be, but she looks perfectly fine. Maybe it’s mine. When I turn back to Vahru, he must sense the question because he speaks quickly. “The village is safe, so is Kari, don’t worry. She’s under guard and working with Tutkijaa to solve this for you. None of us are alone. We’re all safe. Just rest.” He gently pats my shoulder as my eyes fall closed, the exhaustion of being awake taking me under. 


      [image: ]I wake to the feel of something cool and wet sliding across my chest. When it rubs against my cheek, my eyes flutter open to find Willa leaning over me, her hair a soft curtain over one shoulder, as she washes me. Her eyes roam over me, a worried expression on her face. I’ve never seen her look so worn or aged before. My heart breaks for her, and I try to reach out through our bond to reassure her, but I can’t seem to reach her. 

Her eyes meet mine, and a relieved smile graces her face. My right arm lifts to brush aside her hair and cup her cheek. 

“Everything will be just fine, my love, I promise.” She smiles again and leans over, kissing my forehead. She stays there for a long moment, her lips pressed to my skin, and I inhale as deep as my wound will allow, soaking in her scent and presence. 

When she pulls back, her eyes are filled with tears. “I need to change your poultice again, clean the wound. It’s probably going to hurt.” 

She gently peels off the sticky bandages, the tearing of my hair a reminder that I’m alive. It’s the removing of the old poultice and the cleaning that hurts like hell, causing me to grunt and moan in pain as I struggle to fight the darkness closing in from it. Sweat soaks me as I fight the pain, fight the darkness, but I have so little energy left in me. The last thing I see is Willa’s tears fall to my chest as she whispers, “I love you, I’m sorry.” 


      [image: ]A gentle hand peels back a bandage on my chest, pressing around my wound, and causing me to stir. My eyes open to find Vahru, his eyes assessing my wound carefully. When he finally looks up to see I’m awake, he smiles, the brightest one I’ve seen yet. 

“With the addition of the seaweed that Tonya found, you’ve been healing in record time, Jeff. You’re going to make a full recovery, I have no doubt.” 

“How long have I been out?” My voice is hoarse, dry, and painful. He grabs a cup of water and helps me take some sips from it, gently holding my head for me. 

“A few hours. Willa is out gathering some fruits and working with the girls, checking on Krissie. She’ll be back soon. Don’t worry.” 

I nod as I rest back into the bed. I’m so tired. Despite knowing that I need to rest to heal, I wish I could just get the hell up. “Ugh, I’m so tired.” 

Vahru nods and mhms. “That’s normal after what you’ve been through. It’s taxing on the body to heal from such a traumatic injury. You’ll be up and around in a few days, I’m sure of it. For now, just take the rest. You need it.” 

My eyes seem to close of their own will, and I relax, sighing into the mattress. I wish Willa was here, curled up against my side. I still can’t seem to feel our bond, and I hope it’s not due to my injury. I wouldn’t want to be damaged forever. Not being able to feel her near, physically or through our bond, leaves me feeling hollow, lost, empty. My sleeps are dreamless, a black void that only heightens my fear of being left alone, making me wish I knew how to fix this. 

Exhaustion weighs heavily on me, leaving me to do nothing but rest. All I can do now is hope that Vahru is right, and I’ll be back on my feet sooner than later. 







OEBPS/images/8c140dd2-6951-499b-9796-974bff14e7c7.png





OEBPS/images/fc62bfb1-f461-4a04-b07c-4689e47e1bc6.png





OEBPS/images/f8af83d1-f6cb-4e68-b1c8-dd05b30def9d.png








