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      Being stuck in a disused sewer pipe, surrounded by the stench of shit, with Noir’s hand on my boob, wasn’t my idea of fun.

      “What is ... Argh!” He pulled his hand back as if my tit had just caught fire. “Sorry. I⁠—”

      “It’s fine. Not the first time I’ve been groped in a dark tunnel, although the last time had been intentional and much less stinky.”

      He cleared his throat. “Just let me get some light going.”

      “While you’re at it, maybe get us some gas masks. Ooo, can you make it smell like daisies down here?”

      The tunnel lit up with weak light. “This is the best I can do if I’m going to sustain it.”

      His golden hair was brushed back off his forehead today, and his lean face was all planes and angles. He had a hard face, intelligent and inquisitive, but the thick, dark lashes framing his baby blues softened it a little.

      He glanced down at me. “Lead the way, map lady.”

      Who knew that even dried-up, uber-old sewer systems that had been flushed out before being sealed would reek like the inside of a Karnworm’s anus. We began to trudge through the network.

      It had taken almost a week to heal from the injuries Balen had inflicted. Precious time we couldn’t afford to waste, but there had been no choice but to wait. One of the guys had needed to be with me at all times for fear that Elora would send more Shedim to kill me. Noir hadn’t been able to ward against the use of transponders, and so my home was vulnerable. And that was another thing Noir was looking into—how Elora had gotten her mitts on the tech in the first place.

      This was the second day of our search, and I’d switched Tay for Noir. For some reason, being underground made Tay super antsy and growly. It was as if being surrounded by all the earth teased at his troll, bringing it to the surface. An hour down here and all I’d managed to get from him were grunts. Then our flashlights had died. Thank God for Tay’s super sight or we’d have been stuck down here forever. Okay, maybe not forever, because Noir was only a phone call away and there was enough reception to make a call. But still, things had felt a little hairy.

      But Noir was on Wila watch today. He’d cleared his calendar and everything. Between the two of them, Tay and Noir had made sure I was never left alone. They’d taken rooms at Casa de Bastion, and everywhere I stepped there was evidence of Tay or Noir. I’d have protested, except I wasn’t dumb. Elora had Azren and Valance, but I was still free. I knew her secret, and the longer she left me alive, the better chance of me doing something with it.

      Noir had been unsuccessful in finding out anything about Valance’s fate, and Elora had upped her border security. Getting into Draconi territory was not going to be easy, but if we managed to get The Collective on our side, then maybe we could find an official way in. But the only way to do that was to convince them that Elora was a direct threat, which brought us to our sewer search. We needed to make contact with the rogue Shedim. We needed to find out the truth.

      The light bobbed up ahead of us as we navigated in silence.

      “How many more areas are left on the map?” Noir asked, keeping his voice low.

      “Just the tunnels under the Turnaround Forest, but guess where the entrance to those is?”

      “The Petting Zoo?”

      “Yep, and I doubt Lex Hunter will be accommodating enough to give us access.”

      “You never know.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, well, we won’t have a choice but to try if we get no joy here.”

      Yep, I was not looking forward to that conversation. Tay was on standby to take me to the next event at the Petting Zoo in two days’ time, where hopefully I’d be able to charm the pants off Lex, figuratively speaking of course. Although, if it meant ultimately saving Azren and Valance, maybe I’d even go the whole hog and do it literally.

      We turned a corner and then another. My eyes scanned the map, checking off the route as we went, looking for doors, hidden passageways, anything that might lead to a secret lair. But as the minutes ticked by, my heart sank.

      And then we came upon a dead end.

      “Fuck.” I folded up the map. “Let’s retrace our steps, then take another route.”

      Noir followed me back the way we’d come, but the futility of this exercise was a bitter taste on my tongue. The Shedim weren’t down here amongst the stench of shit. We were wasting our time, and meanwhile Elora had my guys. A week. She’d had them a week, and every minute, every hour that she kept them was a fresh shard burrowing under my nails. My fingers prickled as if in response, and a cursory inspection revealed the damn talons again. Stupid things—always showed up when not needed. I’d have to report to Gil once we got back. He’d been keeping note of my new abilities. Trying to figure out what the heck was happening to me. I hoped to God that whatever it was, was kickass enough to rip Elora’s smug face off.

      “We’ll get them back, Wila. I promise,” Noir said. “We have the gala tomorrow, and between us, we’ll get the information we need.”

      Ah, the gala, a chance to dress up and mingle with the elite, but also the perfect opportunity to meet the new Draconi ambassador. The perfect chance to discover what the heck had happened to Valance.

      I linked arms with Noir. “Come on, let’s get this over with. If we stay down here any longer than necessary, I swear the stink is gonna get into my skin.”

      With a chuckle, he picked up the pace.
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        * * *

      

      Wet footprints led out of my bathroom and vanished into the hallway carpet. Seriously? Again? I’d let it go the first time, but Noir really needed to stick to the fourth floor and his own bathroom ... Azren’s bathroom. I’d have to have words with him about this. My bathroom was my fluffy pink haven. It smelled of ... my raspberry body wash! Urgh. What the heck? Now that was going too far. Okay, calm down, Bastion… The bottle cost a bomb, but making Noir feel really bad about using it might mean a brand-new bottle. Funny how the thought of new stuff always succeeded in making me feel better. Locking the door, I switched on the hot water and stepped under the spray.

      Time to wash away the icky stench.

      A half hour later, dressed in a casual knee-length skirt and camisole top, I found Noir lounging in the ... lounge, nursing a cup of tea. Gilbert had prepared a tray, and it sat on the coffee table in front of Noir. There were even scones—warm, buttery, ready-to-be-slathered-with-jam-and-cream scones. Mmmm. The television was on low, some chat show with people shouting at each other.

      Noir set down his cup when I entered, his gaze widening slightly as he took in my attire.

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes, it’s a skirt. Yes, I do have legs, and no, I don’t show them off enough.” I gave him a twirl.

      He bit back a smile and poured some tea into my special cup. “Skirts suit you. You have nice legs.”

      “Nice? Heck, I have epic legs.” I sniffed. Did he think a compliment would let him off the hook for using my shower? He was going to have to do better than that. I crossed my arms under my breasts. “You have your own shower, you know.”

      He balked. “Um, yes.” His expression cleared, and he raised an arm to sniff his pit. “Do I still smell?”

      “What? No. I mean why are you using mine?”

      “Using your what?”

      Oh, look at him and his poker face. “My shower.”

      He frowned, looking sincerely confused. “Wila, I did not use your shower.”

      “Oh, really? Tell that to the wet footprints and the raspberry haze.” A thought occurred to me. “In fact ...” I bounded onto the sofa and stuck my nose into the crook of his neck before inhaling deeply. A fresh, zesty tang filled my head, and my stomach contracted then flipped hard. Oh, God. He smelled good. Too good.

      “Wila?”

      His voice sounded strange, strangled, and then I realized where my hand was—high up on his thigh, right by his ... “Whoa!” I backed up, hands in the air. “Shit, Noir. I’m sorry.”

      He took a moment, swallowed and licked his lips. “Would you mind explaining what you were doing? Because it seemed to me that you were sniffing me?”

      I winced. “I thought you’d smell of raspberries.”

      He frowned in confusion. “And why in the world would you think that?”

      “Someone’s been using my bathroom. Since the only people living here who’d use a shower are you, me, and Tay, and Tay isn’t here, I thought it was you.”

      He canted his head. “No. Definitely not me.” He made an ‘o’ with his mouth. “Wait, Trevor said Tay swung by earlier. Maybe he took a shower then?”

      “Yeah. That explains it.”

      “Are you going to sniff him too?” Noir asked with a small smile.

      Sniffing Tay meant getting close, which was a bad, bad idea. “It’s cool. I’ll just have words. I know it seems petty, but that’s my space, you know?”

      “I get it. I get this must be hard for you, having Tay and me invade your home like this.”

      Wait, did he think I didn’t like having them here? “God, no! I love you guys being here. You have no idea how grateful I am for the protection. I just like my privacy is all.”

      Now I just felt petty. So what if they’d used my shower. They were giving up their time to be here for me. Man, I needed to deal with my issues.

      Noir nodded. “I understand. I’m the same.”

      “You are?”

      He gave me a lopsided smile that turned his intense face boyish. My heart squeezed slightly, and I reached out to ruffle his damp hair.

      His pupils dilated. “What was that for?”

      My throat was suddenly thick with a new emotion. “Nothing.”

      He reached across and brushed a thumb down my cheek, skimming the corner of my mouth. “You are a funny thing, Bastion.”

      “You’re one to talk, accidental boob groper.”

      Color bloomed high on his cheekbones. “Yes, well ...” He tucked in his chin.

      Ha, he was flustered. I loved it when he was flustered. I ducked my head to look into his face. “Was it good? Eh? Was it good for you, Noir?”

      He raised his head and our gazes met with a zing. My breath caught and pinched my throat. His phone rang with authority from the coffee table, and we both jerked away from each other.

      Noir stared at the mobile phone as it alternated between vibrate and ring but made no move to answer it.

      I nudged him with my elbow. “Ha. Yeah. You better grab that.”

      “It will be work.”

      Which would mean he’d have to leave. So much for clearing his calendar. “You need to work, Noir. Answer it.”

      He took a shuddering breath and then picked up the phone. “Noir.” His voice was clipped, annoyed yet professional. It conveyed his irritation at being disturbed on his day off but left room for the caller to petition him with whatever issue they were calling about. “Yes. No. I already explained that. No, don’t.” A deep sigh. “I’ll be right over.” He hung up and pinched the bridge of his nose.

      I shrugged. “You have to go.”

      “I have to go.”

      I grinned. “Well, it looks like I’ll get to start the next season without you.”

      “Like hell.” He grabbed the remote off the table. “I’m taking this with me. We’ll watch it when I get back.”

      I cocked my head, looking up at him coquettishly. “Which will be ... when?”

      He sighed. “As soon as I can.” His gaze softened and my stomach did that slow flip again.

      An outsider would be forgiven for thinking we were a couple. Heck, we’d fallen so easily into living together it was scary, but we weren’t a couple. We were friends.

      I broke eye contact. “I guess I’ll see you later then.”

      “Na-uh.” He made a get up motion with his fingers.

      “What?”

      “You’re not staying here alone.”

      “I won’t be alone. I have Trevor and Gilbert.”

      He arched a skeptical brow. “I’m sure Gilbert will agree that you need to come with me.”

      “I certainly do,” Gilbert said from the doorway, making me jump.

      I hadn’t even sensed him this time.

      “If Hound were here, then I’d be less concerned,” Gil continued. “But I haven’t seen him all day.”

      “I didn’t see him yesterday either,” Noir added.

      Yeah, Hound was AWOL, and it was bugging me. He’d only been a member of the team for a short while, but he’d quickly become part of the furniture. “What if a client comes in? I need to be here.”

      “Trevor will take the details, and we’ll call you,” Gilbert said firmly.

      It looked like they had an answer for everything. I stood up. “Fine. Where are we going?”

      He smiled. “Oh, I’m dropping you off with Tay, and then I’m headed to the office.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “Let me change and grab my coat.” I offered him a twinkling smile. “My new, beautiful, extra-enchanted leather dustkicker.”

      He rolled his eyes. “You’re welcome, Bastion, and keep the skirt on. It looks good.”

      Leaving him chatting to Gil, I headed out of the room to suit up and grab K, because there was no way I was going anywhere without my bolt shooter until Elora was dead.
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      We materialized outside the Hunter and Prey. Noir didn’t release me straight away. Instead, he scanned the car park. It was pretty empty this time of day. Early afternoon was when the oldies came in, and after five p.m. was when it got busy.

      I made no move to step out of Noir’s embrace. Here was safe. Here was controlled. Here there were boundaries, but inside the Hunter and Prey was Tay, and Tay was temptation, but Tay now had a girlfriend.

      “He might be out.” I plucked at Noir’s shirt button.

      “Nope, I spoke to Mack. Tay is definitely here.” A beat of heavy silence. “Wila?”

      I looked up. “Hmmmm.”

      “What’s the problem?”

      I gnawed on my bottom lip. “Tay has a girlfriend.”

      Noir smiled conspiratorially. “Well that’s certainly going to last.” His tone was blatantly sarcastic.

      “I want him to be happy.”

      “Then go inside and be a friend.”

      I blew out a breath. “You’re right.”

      He tucked my hair behind my ear and gave me a lopsided, dimpled smile. “I’ll be back as soon as I can, and you’re making the popcorn this time.”

      He walked me to the door and waited until I slipped inside before doing his vanishing act. Taking a deep breath, I made my way past the few patrons seated in their booths and wooden chairs to the bar where Mack was filling up the peanut bowls.

      “Hey, Wila bomb.” He poured me an orange juice and slid it across the bar.

      Mack was the slender version of Tay, just as tall but more athletic than muscular. His hair was shorter with more of a curl, whereas Tay had the longer, must-run-my-fingers-through-it hair. They weren’t identical twins, but they had the same thick lashes and tawny eyes. Mack’s were fixed on me now, filled with questions he wanted to ask and answers he probably didn’t want to give.

      I hopped up onto a stool. “Tay about?”

      Mack’s expression was studiously blank. “He’s in the apartment with Tonya.”

      A dagger stabbed at my heart.

      “You okay?” Mack asked.

      I rubbed my chest. “Fucking indigestion. Chuck me a bag of crisps, babe.”

      Mack ripped open a bag of salted crisps and placed them in front of me. “On the house.”

      I sniggered. “Have I ever actually paid you for a drink?”

      Mack tapped his chin in faux thought. “Come to think of it, no.”

      “I can’t believe I’m in a bar at”—I glanced at the clock on my phone—“one-thirty p.m. drinking orange juice and eating crisps rather than at home scouting for cases because a fucking crazy Draconi wants me dead.”

      “Wila ...”

      “I hate this, Mack. I just want to get Azren and Valance back. I just want to be free of her shadow.”

      “How did the search go?”

      “Shit. Literally.”

      It was his turn to snigger. He leaned across the bar and sniffed. “You smell good, though. Like raspberries.”

      I grinned up at him. “Thanks, babe.”

      He set to polishing glasses. Mack took his barman duties very seriously. “So, what’s next?”

      “Noir and I have the gala tomorrow night and, after that, the event at the Petting Zoo.”

      “Tay’s taking you, right?” Mack asked. There was a question beneath the question.

      “What is it, Mack? Spit it out.”

      “How are things between you two? I know he’s been sleeping at your place and ...”

      “We’re not fucking, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Wila, I didn’t ...” He tilted his head back to look up at the ceiling, as if searching for inspiration. “I just don’t want you guys getting confused again.”

      I sipped my orange juice. “There is no confusion, Mack.” I looked him straight in the eye. “I’m head over heels in love with your brother, but the problem is, I’m also Azren’s kindred, and I think Valance and I have a connection too. So, no confusion, just a big fucking mess.”

      Mack set down the glass he was polishing. His lips turned down. “That’s why you told Tay not to cut himself off from the knell? You want to protect him.”

      “Why else would I ... Oh, you thought I didn’t care about him in that way?”

      Mack’s gaze softened. “I’m sorry, Wila. It’s just hard for us to get it, the being able to love more than one person romantically thing.”

      It wasn’t how they were wired. They were one-woman guys. And they were fucking territorial as shit. They were incapable of romantically loving more than one person at a time.

      It seemed I had the opposite problem. “I can’t do that to him. I can’t ask him to give up who he is just to be with me, not when I can’t give him the whole of my heart.”

      Mack pressed his lips together, as if holding back words.

      “Mack? What is it that you’re not telling me?”

      He shook his head and then looked over my shoulder. “And here comes big brother.”

      Okay, time to face the couple. Fixing a smile on my face, I swiveled on my stool to face Tay and Tonya. “Hey, guys. How are you doing?”

      Tay’s eyes lit up at the sight of me and his gaze ran over me, snagging on the skirt and sliding down my legs. It sent a delicious medley of electricity and heat through me.

      Tonya didn’t even bother to quirk her lips. “Wila.” Her tone was flat.

      Tay’s brow crinkled in a slight frown.

      God, this was awkward.

      Tonya hung off Tay’s arm like a pretty decoration; her heart-shaped face, huge doe eyes, and pixie haircut gave her a fragile, ethereal look. But she was a troll blood and could probably bench press me.

      “So, what brings you here at this time?” She flashed her teeth, probably more for Tay’s benefit than mine. And, yeah, it looked more grimace than smile.

      Tay patted Tonya’s arm. “Wila and I have some stuff to do, so I’ll see you tomorrow?”

      She frowned and looked up at him. “Seriously? I thought we were going to grab a bite to eat, and then she shows up out of the blue and suddenly you have stuff you need to do?”

      Tay’s shoulders tensed. “She happens to be one of my closest friends, and she has a name. Use it.”

      Tonya flinched as if he’d hit her.

      Oh, shit. The last thing I wanted to do was mess this up for Tay. Tonya was considered quite a catch in the troll blood circles. Bloody Noir, he should have just taken me with him. I could have hidden in his office or something.

      I held up my hands. “That’s fine, Tay. We can do that stuff another day.” I slipped off the stool.

      Tay frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      It wasn’t possible to explain to Tonya that Tay had been acting as bodyguard to protect me from Elora, not without telling her that he’d been sleeping at my place. So, there was nothing that Tay could do to stop me when I strode for the door. I’d hail a cab and lock myself behind the wards. I had Gilbert and Trevor to keep me company until Noir got back, and Hound was probably home by now too. I’d be fine.

      And then I was outside, sucking fresh air into my lungs and shoving the image of Tay with Tonya out of my mind. My boots slapped against the pavement as I headed away from the bar toward the taxi rank round the corner just past the alley.

      Gilbert would have put the scones in the cake tin. I’d have a scone, and I’d feel better. My scalp prickled just before the air to my right shifted with dark movement, and then arms were yanking me into the alley. My head slammed against the brick wall, and a dagger was pressed to my throat.

      A Shedim glared at me with burning violet eyes.

      Seriously? Sod’s law sucked.

      I kicked out, connecting with ... nothing, because the fucking Shedim had gone smoky bottom half like a genie coming out of a lamp. Shit. I slipped a hand into my pocket.

      He grinned. “You die.”

      I arched a brow. “Not today, motherfu—” K fired a bolt into his side.

      He screamed and released me, grabbing at the metal, but it evaporated, returning to my bolt bag. Another bolt took its place, this one burying itself in the Shedim’s chest.

      I shoved at the Shedim’s shoulder. “Where is he? Where’s Azren?”

      The Shedim fell back against the opposite wall, hands patting at the wound the second bolt had made, his laugh a gurgle. “No Azren. Not anymore. Azren dead.”

      Ice filled my veins. “No. You’re lying. He can’t be.” Another bolt, this one into the shoulder I’d just shoved. “Tell me where he is.”

      The Shedim’s eyes narrowed, and he hissed, his gaze flicking over his shoulder.

      Fuck!

      Arms of steel wrapped around my waist and squeezed. “Time to scream,” a rough voice whispered in my ear.

      I obliged, and then headbutted him with the back of my skull. His grip loosened with a grunt, and I was free, staggering forward and ducking to miss the swipe of the first Shedim’s arms. I broke into a run. They’d blocked the way back to the bar, but I knew these roads. This was my territory.

      The Shedim were fast, but knowing where I was heading, knowing every turn and loose stone, made me faster. Damn the back streets and their silence. Damn me for leaving the bar. Noir was going to kill me, if the Shedim didn’t do it first.

      And then my luck decided to desert me. My foot snagged on a wonky brick, sending me flying through the air. I hit the ground, knees scraping and stinging as the skin peeled off. Fucking skirt.

      A boot slammed into my spine, and my head was yanked back. The glint of metal was followed by the bite of a blade at my throat. My vision blurred.

      I was going to die.

      A roar shattered the air, and I was suddenly free. Scrambling out of the way, a storm churning on my chest, I caught a glimpse of Tay as he pulled the Shedim’s arm from its socket with a sickening crunch. The troll was out—red haze, bulging veins, the fucking works. The unharmed Shedim made a grab for the partially dismembered one and they both winked out of existence.

      Tay stood in the side street. His powerful chest heaved, and then he turned his furious, burning gaze on me.

      Ice trickled through my veins. “I’m okay. I’m fine.”

      But he wasn’t listening. He barreled toward me, and his grip was cruel and rough as he picked me off the ground and flung me over his shoulder. And then we were on the move, almost running.

      Oh, God. Oh, shit.

      Tay was gone.

      Tay was ... A door slammed open.

      “Tay? What are you doing?” Tonya’s voice was high-pitched.

      “Tay, man, you need to calm down,” Mack tried.

      I knew better than to fight, better than to poke the bear. I lay limp across his shoulder, heart thudding so hard I was certain everyone could hear it.

      “Tay, put her down,” Mack said. “Take Tonya. Just take her.”

      Someone touched my back, and Tay turned so fast my head spun. His roar was a primal sound of admonishment, a sound that said, back the fuck off or lose your face.

      And then we were through the apartment doors, up the stairs, and into his room. He dropped me on the ground, and I scrambled up and backed away. The door thudded shut and the lock engaged with a snap and click of finality. There was nothing else but me and the mountain of a man who was staring at me as if I were his last meal, as if I were the only oasis in the desert. His clothes seemed tighter, as if he was expanding with need, and the front of his jeans strained with the thick, long shape of his arousal. My core melted. Wet. I was wet for him. My gaze flitted up to his face, and my heart stalled, because the creature looking back at me from behind those tawny eyes wasn’t the Tay I knew. It was the darker side, the troll. It was the primal beast. His nostrils flared, and his eyes blazed with a hunger my body was all too willing to allow him to satisfy, even though it trembled with what it knew was to come. I’d heard the tales. I’d heard them all.

      “Tay.” My voice trembled, my brain stumbling over the words I needed to say and those that I desperately wanted to.

      His response was a low, beastly growl, and then he was striding at me. The backs of my knees hit the foot of his bed, and I toppled backward. He came with me, crushing me into the mattress. His hands scrambled to gather up my skirt and yank it up over my hips. There was no tenderness, and a dangerous heat surged through me.

      “Oh, God. Tay, we⁠—”

      My panties tore with an angry rip. His hands fumbled, knuckles grazing my wetness. I needed to push him off, to stop him, but instead, I pressed into his hand as he freed himself. There was no foreplay, no preamble. No consideration for pain, no adjustment period. He pushed himself into me with long, hard, angry thrusts that ground me into the mattress, smashed the headboard into the wall, and ripped sounds from my throat that I hadn’t been aware I’d be able to make. I was dripping wet, but even then he was too large, too thick, but he didn’t hold back. This Tay didn’t give a fuck. All he wanted was to rut, to claim, and to possess. My nails dug into his ass cheeks, urging him on. Pain mingled with pleasure as the rolling, coiling, tightening feeling built and then tore through me. He groaned into my shoulder, hips jerking, butt clenching as he came with me, inside me.

      His body stilled, but the aftershocks trembled through us as tears leaked from my eyes. What had we done? He withdrew slowly, jerkily, his head bowed. Not looking at me. My mouth worked but my voice had deserted me. There was nothing to do but stare at his wide shoulders as he sat on the edge of the bed, head buried in his hands, fingers raked through his hair.

      I’d done this. I’d pushed him to the edge, and I’d brought out the troll’s instinct to claim and to protect. I’d broken him.

      “Tay ... I’m sorry.” My voice was a rasp.

      He made a harsh sound, part laugh, part sob. And when he turned his head to look at me, my Tay was back, his eyes soft orbs of sorrow. “I hurt you.” The words were filled with torment.

      I sat up, biting back a wince at the soreness between my legs. “If that’s what you call hurting, then I’ll take another round.”

      He choked back a laugh. “I lost it, Wil. You could have died, and I lost it.”

      “I know. I shouldn’t have left the bar. I was stupid. I just ...”

      “Couldn’t bear to see me with Tonya.”

      I hung my head, blinking back tears. “I’m a horrible person.”

      He climbed up onto the bed and pulled me into his arms, tucking me against him. His body heat seeped into me, his hands combed through my hair, and his lips brushed kisses across my temple. His scent was pungent but not unpleasant—the aroma of a rutting.

      “I’m going to fix this, Wila. I promise. I’ll make it right.”

      I didn’t know how that would be possible. We were two different breeds of animal, but in that moment, I simply wanted to believe. My eyes grew heavy, limbs lethargic. Almost getting killed and then having your brains shagged out would do that to a woman.

      I snuggled into him. “You don’t smell of raspberries.”

      His chest rumbled. “Should I?”

      Mmmm ... sleep was good.
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        * * *

      

      Tay leaned against the bar, arms crossed, his face solemn, while Mack watched him warily from his perch on a bar stool. The place was deserted. Mack had closed up after Tay had returned carrying me like a sack of potatoes.

      Tonya was nowhere to be seen, not that anyone had mentioned her or what had transpired a few hours ago, although I was sure Tay and Mack would get into it once I was gone.

      I sipped my orange juice. “The Shedim who had me said Azren was dead.” My lips felt numb around the words. I’d blocked them out, pushed them to the back of my mind, not wanting to acknowledge them. But they’d surged up once the haze of sexual desire had melted back into my skin, and now my hands were blocks of ice as the possibility that the fucker had been telling the truth filled my mind with dread.

      “He’s lying,” Tay said. “If this kindred bond you have with Azren is anything like the mating bond troll bloods share with their mates, then you’d know.”

      Except Azren had said that our bond was muted. What if there was no way for me to know the truth? What if he was gone? When he’d been taken, I’d had the hope of finding him, of bringing him back, but now that hope was being challenged, and panic was a set of talons around my throat.

      “Wila, breathe dammit!” Mack was rubbing my back. “It’s going to be okay. You’re going to find out the truth from the ambassador tomorrow night.”

      His words finally penetrated, and the spike of anxiety ebbed. “The ambassador will know. He’ll have heard things.”

      “And if anyone can charm him into talking, it’s you,” Tay said firmly.

      His confidence in me, his assurance that Azren was alive, pulled back the veil of darkness threatening to swallow me.

      “I went out while you guys were ...” Mack cleared his throat. “And I found this in the side street not too far from the bar.” He placed a flat blue disc on the table in front of me. There was a thick crack running through it, but there was no mistaking what it was.

      “A transponder.” I picked it up gingerly, turning it over to examine it. “The Shedim that was about to slit my throat must have dropped it.”

      “He also dropped an arm.” Mack winced and glanced at Tay.

      Tay didn’t even blink.

      “Don’t worry, I disposed of it,” Mack continued.

      I turned the disc over in my hand. “How the heck are they getting hold of this tech? There has to be someone supplying it to them, someone on this side.”

      “Like Kelter,” Tay said. “It’s his tech, and he spends an awful amount of time going back and forth from the Westside.”

      He’d been at the equinox, but— “How do you know that?”

      “I keep my ear to the ground, Wila. Information is power.”

      “But why would he do that? He’s essentially aiding Elora in breaking the Treaty. If The Collective find out, then he’s finished.”

      Tay let out a bark of laughter. “You really think The Collective can do anything to Kelter? The man runs the city. His tech powers all the Arcana institute operations. He is the nuts and bolts that hold this city up. Not only this city but every other pocket of magic and Arcana institute in the world.”

      “And if Elora has him in her pocket ...”

      “Then we’re fucked,” Mack finished with his usual level of eloquence.

      The air in the room shifted, becoming charged, and Tay and Mack were immediately in defensive mode. But then Noir appeared by the exit and the tension whooshed out of the room like the air from a puncture.

      The Arcana studied us in turn. “Why do I feel like I just avoided getting jumped?”

      Mack chuckled but Tay remained stoic. “I’ll let Wila fill you in.”

      He was giving me the responsibility of revealing as much as I wanted to. An abridged version of events that may or may not include Tay’s troll slip. My neck heated at the memory of what we’d done.

      I handed Noir the broken transponder. “I was attacked by Shedim. One of them dropped this.”

      He took the transponder but didn’t examine it; he was too busy staring dumbfounded at me. “What? How? They came into the bar?”

      I gave him a sheepish look. “Not exactly. I left the bar without Tay and got jumped.” Noir opened his mouth, probably to berate me, but I held up a hand to stall him. “I know. There’s nothing you can say that I haven’t already said to myself. I slipped into dumb-movie-heroine mode, and trust me, it will not happen again.”

      Noir pressed his lips together and then dropped his gaze to the tech. “How in the world are they getting hold of Kelter tech? Who’s shipping it to them?”

      That was what we needed to find out, because this could be evidence to take to The Collective. “Is there any way to find out where that one came from? Is there a serial number or batch number that can tell us where it was sold from? Is there a way to trace it?”

      Noir sucked his bottom lip in thought. “Every active transponder is registered, and coordinates go through a database. I’m not sure about the finer techy details, but I may know someone who can look into this.”

      “Good. Get on that. If we can somehow prove the transponder traveled from Westside to Eastside and link that to Kelter, then we may have something to take to The Collective. Heck, even if we can’t link it to Kelter, we may be able to question the person or people aiding Elora and find out what she’s up to.”

      Noir pocketed the item. “I’ll speak to my contact tomorrow afternoon.” He looked to Tay. “Are you all right to run Wila duty tomorrow daytime?”

      Tay slid a glance my way, and heat seared me. “Yeah. I’ll be there in the morning.”

      A lump of need formed in my throat, and I swallowed it down. There would be no more horizontal playtime with the troll blood, not until we’d figured out a way for us to be together without driving him nuts with territorial instinct, not until I had my kindred and my ... Valance back.
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      There is a pot of tea the size of Hound’s head on the table, and a pile of pancakes that reaches the ceiling beside it. Gilbert is by the stove, visible but see-through, and Trevor is sitting at the table wearing a party hat. What is this? My birthday?

      “Aren’t you going to open the door, Wila?” the voice asks.

      My head whips round, and there, in place of the fridge, is the metal door from the basement. A dream. This is just a dream. A nervous chuckle fills the room and then the lid of the teapot lifts itself off and cracks on the table. Darkness rises, pooling in the air above the table, and a voice fills my dream.

      It’s dark for now, but she’ll come for me. She’ll come and then the pain will begin. How much longer? Why? Why not just end me? But where there is life, there is hope that I will see Wila again, hold her again. Elora can’t know. She can’t suspect. She can’t. But Wila won’t let me go. I can feel her holding on. Tenuous and far away, but I feel her. Our connection is solid, and if I follow it … if I just reach out.

      No. Mustn’t. Mustn’t. Too risky. But she needs to understand.

      A tugging sensation at my solar plexus. Azren. Oh, God. It’s Azren.

      Wila, don’t come for me. Whatever you do, don’t come.

      Azren? I hear you. I hear you. The darkness pulls me in.

      The drip of water is my only companion, marking the seconds, the hours, and the days. Earth and rock surround me, and the air is stale and warm. My wrists chafe and bleed where the shackles cut into them. My ankles throb and ache where metal has sunk into the swollen flesh.

      “Good morning, pet,” Elora purrs. “It’s a beautiful, sunny day.”

      Something clanks and chinks as she moves. Probably a new weapon of torture, but if I remain silent, if I remain still, she might simply turn around and leave. She may give me a reprieve. She may allow my skin time to heal from the barbs and the blades of a few hours ago. My tormentor doesn’t sleep. My tormentor loves to hear me scream.

      “Feigning unconsciousness, pet? You forget I can hear your heart. Its pitter-patter is a symphony to my ears.”

      She thinks I’m broken, that she has taken my will, and although I am teetering on the edge of despair, I will go into the dark on my own terms. I raise my head and clench my jaw.

      “Just end it. Kill me and be done with it.”

      She chuckles. “And why would I do that?”

      Yes, why would she? She is enjoying playing with me. I am no stranger to her brand of pain, but it has never been this consistent. Hours and hours, day after day, she tears at my flesh until my back is a raw, open wound, and yet she never touches my torso, never lays a finger on the ink decorating my flesh.

      The tiny part of my mind untouched by the torture churns with the question ... why? What do these markings mean? That tiny part of my brain urges me to fight. To stay alive and hope that there will be liberation, but my only liberation lies with a woman I’d die to protect. I’ve felt her in the back of my mind, reaching out to me, but I’ve blocked her each time. Kept her away, kept her safe. I’d die a thousand deaths to ensure her survival, to keep Elora from discovering our connection.

      Fire lashes across my shoulders, opening yesterday’s wound and bringing hot tears to my eyes.
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