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	Chapter 1

	 

	I clung to my sister. After everything I’d been through and everything I’d seen since setting foot on the path to the dagger, her familiarity was beyond comforting. The hug she returned seemed stiff and formal. I ignored that and breathed in the faint vanilla scent that always accompanied her as a tear tracked its way down my cheek. 

	“Jo?” Victoria pried me loose and held me at arm’s length. Her brow wrinkled. “Since when are you demonstrative? You’re a mess! And you’re crying?”

	I dashed away the tears with my hands and laughed. “I’m just happy to see you.”

	“But you never cry.” Her blue eyes searched mine.

	“A lot has changed since I saw you last.” I glanced at Caius as he greeted the dark-haired man, and wariness flowed through me. Though they seemed happy to see each other, their reunion was far more reserved than my exuberant one. It took me a moment to realize the wariness was Caius’s and not mine. I studied the man I recognized from Caius’s memories, but I couldn’t remember who he was. There had been a lot of memories. 

	Victoria followed my gaze. “He’s an Archangel.” 

	And then it clicked. I knew exactly who the man was. Caius turned toward me. “Jo, I would like you to meet—”

	“I know who he is.” I inclined my head briefly. “Samael.”

	He took a smooth step forward and captured my hand, raising it so he could press his lips to the back. “It is a pleasure, Josephine.”

	Though I hated my full name, I didn’t correct him as I tugged my hand away. “Likewise.” 

	At one time, it would have made me nervous to stand in front of an Archangel, but after being in the company of gods, I was only wondering where he stood on things. Reunions with fathers hadn’t gone over well for me, and neither had my interactions with angels. I didn’t believe for a minute that the angels I’d tangled with represented the whole of the Heavens any more than the demonborn that had opposed me represented the whole of the Hells. 

	The only thing my experiences had taught me was to be careful of whom I put my trust in. And right at that moment, I didn’t trust Samael as far as I could throw him. Considering he was as tall as Caius and just as built, that wasn’t very far.

	Samael raised an eyebrow and glanced at Caius. “It would seem you have attached yourself to a cautious little bird.”

	I bristled immediately. Little bird? My raven may not match Caius’s bird of prey in size, but I could pack a powerful punch when needed. 

	Caius gave me a warning look that I ignored. Nyx turned to Samael and said, “Her size is deceptive when compared to the power she is beginning to wield.”

	Something in the goddess’s voice made me think she was worried there would be a power brawl in her main room. Victoria diverted my attention, a frown marring her perfect face. “It would seem there is much to tell.”

	“It’s a really long story.” I wondered how much she knew. “How did you get here?”

	“That too is a bit of a story.” A colder light entered Victoria’s eyes; her expression grew grim. 

	Unsettled by the uncharacteristic coolness in my sister, my elation at seeing her faltered, and a thread of guarded doubt crawled through me. I had thought she would be happier to see me, but other than our initial hug, she’d kept a distance that was far greater than the arm’s length of space that separated where we stood. Where exactly did my sister stand in all of this? I hated that my thoughts jumped straight to the possibility she might be against me, but as much as I wanted to believe she would never turn on me, I had to be practical. This wasn’t a game; I couldn’t afford to take any more chances.

	I folded my arms. “Perhaps it’s one you should share.”

	She regarded me for a long moment. I remained silent, refusing to say anything more until I understood what was going on, even as the thought of her standing against me gnawed at my insides. 

	Victoria pulled her pure white guardian robes closer about herself and said in a cool tone, “When we arrived, Nyx was kind enough to provide a room. I think it would be best if we talked there.”

	Sensing my sudden wariness through the bond, Caius turned sharp eyes on my sister that she ignored. As Victoria turned and walked up the stairs, I gave a small shake of my head to let Caius know to let it be. I wasn’t worried about my physical safety around my sister. Whatever had happened in my absence, I doubted she’d had anywhere near the kind of training I’d had. Add to that my Morrigan blood where she only had angel, and I had no doubt I could easily subdue her if necessary. The thought of having to use my training against my own sister made nausea twist my stomach. 

	We’d nearly reached the top of the stairs when a loud, bug-like call echoed across the space. I turned as Amisi bounded across the main room and up the stairs in fluid, feline grace. She’d grown again in the few days since I’d seen her. I quickly scrambled to the top of the steps and braced myself for the inevitable impact. True to her nature, Amisi happily knocked me to the floor with another bug-like meow. 

	Laughing, I tried to push her away while she prowled around me, a purr loud in her throat as she shoved her face against my chest, rubbing her cheek across it and trampling over my legs. “Amisi, stop.”

	She swatted at me with one of her big paws, the pads of her foot thumping hard against my shoulder. I got the distinct feeling she was reprimanding me for leaving her behind, even if it hadn’t been my choice. At least she hadn’t used her claws. Hopefully, that meant she’d forgiven me. 

	“Interesting.”

	Amisi’s ears flattened at the sound of Victoria’s voice, and I twisted to look at my sister. Shock was plain in her eyes, even as she schooled her expression. After giving the cat a good scratch behind the ears, I stood, bracing myself to take Amisi’s weight as she pressed against me, rubbing the entire side of her body against me, only to turn around and do it again with the other side. “What’s interesting?”

	“A Bastet cat imprinting on a person. I wasn’t aware that could even happen,” Victoria said.

	The cool tone of her voice set me on edge and dimmed the pleasure I felt at reuniting with Amisi. How did she even know about a cat from the Between? I motioned toward the three halls that branched off from the massive landing. “Lead the way.”

	Though there had been a hint of a question in her tone as well, I wasn’t revealing anything, not even how I’d come to have Amisi as a friend until I knew where she stood and how much she knew. I hated feeling so guarded with Victoria, but if I’d learned anything since all of this began, it was to be careful of whom to trust. Even when it came to family. 

	Without another word, Victoria turned and swept down one of the halls with almost as much grace as the cat that walked at my side. Worry filled me the moment we left the landing, and my group was out of sight. Again, it took me a second to realize it wasn’t my worry, but instead, it was Caius’s, even though I had Amisi with me and could protect myself against Victoria if I had to. She led the way to a door midway down the hall. I followed her into the room beyond. 

	Like the guest room I’d seen last time, the furnishings were made of a mix between driftwood and sandstone, and a second door led to a bathing room. Amisi leaped onto the bed and sprawled across the blanket that reminded me of a morning sunrise. The cat’s ice-blue eyes watched my sister warily as Victoria shut the door behind us. A white glow filled her hands as she pulled on her angel powers. It would seem my older sister had participated in some training of her own since I last saw her.

	***

	“Though Victoria was her sister, I couldn’t help the tense wariness that coiled low in my gut. I trusted Samael for the most part. I was almost certain he wouldn’t do anything that would bring Jo, and by extension me, any harm. However, Jo’s pregnancy and recent betrayals combined to make me less inclined to trust even Samael the way I once had.” ~Caius
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	Chapter 2

	 

	I summoned my own mix of powers and allowed them to pool inside me, ready to counter whatever she might throw at me. Victoria barely glanced at me, though. Instead, her power flowed out from her in a translucent bubble reminiscent of the shield I could create. Though it shimmered with the same light, something in the composition was different. It wasn’t quite like my shield, although it was close. 

	Victoria moved around the room, carefully spreading the power across the walls, the single window, both doors, and even the ceiling and floor. Once the entire room was effectively sealed by whatever it was, she turned to me.

	The smile on her face confused me as much as the sudden hug she threw around me, squeezing until it almost hurt. I hugged her back cautiously. What was going on? 

	“Oh my gods, Jo, I wasn’t sure if I would ever get to see you again. What happened? How could you run off without telling me about what Alaric had done?” Victoria released me and stepped back, motioning to the walls, “I warded this room against any eavesdropping, so we can speak and act freely in here.”

	The flood of questions surprised me, especially given her behavior up until that point. As did her mention of wards. Still wary, I said, “You first. How did you get here? And how did you learn to ward?”

	“I figured the way I acted out there would put you on your guard. I’m sorry about that, but I had to do it. Only Samael knows exactly why I’m here.” Victoria eyed Amisi, who took up most of the bed and settled in a chair. She watched me while I resolutely refused to give in to the hope that my normally straight-laced, rule-following sister might actually be on my side. 

	With a sigh, she said, “And you still aren’t sure of me. So, I will go first. It didn’t take long for word of what was happening to sweep Midtween. I wanted to come to you right away, but no one would let me. They even sent someone to follow me on my routes so I couldn’t slip away. Not that I would have known where to go even if I’d managed it.” 

	That made sense. Once we’d entered the Between, it would have been hard for her to track us. Even the Sentinels, who were trained for such things, had taken a while to catch up. It took Eisheth a while to send her minions after us as well, and she was an Archdemon.

	“Since they wouldn’t let me leave to find you, I had to find another way to help you. I started sneaking into the Midtween Library.”

	I cut her off with a snort. “You don’t have to sneak into the Midtween Library. Anyone can go in there.”

	“Not the back parts of it where the restricted scrolls are hidden away,” Victoria said, unfazed by my interruption. “I knew there had to be more to our angel power besides just staff-wielding and helping mortals live. I also knew there had to be more to what was going on besides just you letting Alaric convince you to create a partial bond with Caius. I started poking around, reading things that were off limits, and listening to conversations not meant for my ears. I knew that somehow, we would eventually find each other. I’m also well aware of the fact that I will never be a warrior of any kind or be able to do the things I’ve heard you can do. Being able to take a life just isn’t in my makeup.”

	“It wasn’t in mine either, and it still bothers me.” That she thought I was born with the constitution for taking lives troubled me more than a little.

	Victoria gave me a comforting smile. “I have no doubt it bothers you. But you’re made of sturdier stuff than me. I know that, and it’s okay. But I didn’t want to be completely useless, either. You’re my sister. I wasn’t going to just stand idly by and be a good little girl while they jerked you around. I figured the best thing I can offer you is information. And the next best thing I could do is at least learn to protect myself in non-violent ways so I won’t be the weak link you are always having to worry about.”

	“But…” I couldn’t help the shock that must have shown on my face. “You never break the rules.” 

	“And you weren’t born to end lives, but sometimes we are pressed to do things we would never do if situations didn’t push us into them.” She straightened her white robes. “So, I’ve learned to break rules and not get caught doing it. Those in Midtween are still convinced I am the perfect, law and rule-abiding person I’ve always been. In fact, they believe I’m quite upset with you about everything.”

	I sat on the bed next to Amisi and ran my hand over her thick, soft fur while regarding my sister. “Does Alaric know you are here? And what’s going on with the Lost? I haven’t had any news in forever.”

	“The numbers of the Lost have, thankfully, dropped by almost half. They have stayed steady at that level for the past month.”

	I felt a small amount of relief. Although even half the original number was still far too many, at the new rate, humans wouldn’t be extinct inside a hundred years. I wasn’t sure if the reduced numbers would prevent humans from going extinct, but it would definitely take longer. It gave us more time, which was good because we still had to figure out the clue that came with the second key.

	My thoughts were drawn back to Victoria as she continued, “As far as Alaric, he knows. Since you haven’t returned to update him, he asked for help in finding you. Samael was sent to help locate you. Alaric, believing that I would always follow every rule and that I’m not thrilled with your behavior, asked that I accompany him. Alaric feels that because we are sisters, you’re more likely to tell me everything that’s going on. He wants to know where you’re headed next. Which you will not tell me, by the way. It’s easier to lie if it’s as close to the truth as possible.”

	Dumbfounded, I stared at my sister. I wasn’t the only one who had grown and changed in the time since I’d left Midtween. I almost didn’t recognize the woman who sat before me. Gone was the sister who believed the best in everyone, who made excuses when it became clear someone wasn’t as nice as she hoped. 

	“And what does Samael think?”

	“Samael is the one who put the bug in Alaric’s ear about you being more open to me.” 

	“Why would he do that? What is his role in all of this?” My mind turned to Caius, and I suddenly hoped he was as cautious around his father as he was everyone else when it came to trust.

	“He did it because he knew I was going crazy, not being able to contact you or see you. As to what his role is, I’m not entirely certain,” Victoria said.

	“But how did he know you were going crazy? You made it sound like he’d just shown up in Midtween and then brought you here.” What was she leaving out?

	“As far as Alaric knows, that’s exactly what happened.” She watched me pet Amisi for a long moment before continuing, “I can’t tell whether Alaric is deliberately lying or if he truly doesn’t know what’s going on. Since that’s an unknown, I don’t trust him.”

	“Where does Samael come into this?”

	“About a month after you disappeared, Samael showed up.” She paused when I raised my eyebrows, then said, “I was surprised, too. Especially since he came to see me specifically and asked that I keep our meeting between us.”

	“What did he want? Why did C…” I faltered and started again, “Why did he seek you out?” I wasn’t sure if Victoria was aware of the familial relationship between Caius and Samael. I would need to guard that secret closely until I knew more.

	“He wanted to know where I stood on all of this. When I told him that you were my sister and I would always stand wherever you were, he started quizzing me on how much I could do with my powers. My lack didn’t seem to surprise him, though I could tell he was irritated.”

	Amisi laid one heavy paw on my lap, her large claws ever so slightly flexing as I slowly scratched the back of her neck. “What did he do then?”

	“He offered to train me to use my powers in new ways. I wasn’t sure what his angle was, but if I could do something more with my powers, maybe even something that would help you, then I wanted to learn.” Victoria sighed and crossed her legs. “He isn’t an easy man to learn from. Brusque and driven, he pushes me to learn. And I have. He’s the one that taught me to ward, how to cloak myself so I can be standing in the same room with someone and they wouldn’t be able to see or hear me, how to take the energy I use to help the dying live and apply it to healing, how to create a shield to keep me safe should things go wrong, and a variety of other things.”

	A smile tugged at my lips. I had a similar style of teacher. Now I knew where Caius had gotten his training style. The memory of our training sessions with my shield had a new question exploding into my mind. I looked speculatively at my usually prim and proper sister. “Who was there for you after your first big dose of angel power?”

	Rosey pink spread across her cheeks in a delicate stain as she looked down at her hands lying in her lap. “What makes you ask that?”

	I reached for my shield and let it flow out until the shimmering bubble surrounded the bed, encasing both me and Amisi. A second later, I drew it back and let it dissipate. “I’ve had the same kinds of lessons.”

	“It wasn’t Samael, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Victoria said quietly.

	Patiently, I waited for her to tell me. Was it just someone brought in to help with that? Or was there an attachment to someone? 

	The pink in Victoria’s cheeks deepened as she said quietly, “His name is Rashaad, and he’s…well, he’s a demonborn.”

	“You really are breaking the rules. How did you come into contact with a demonborn that would help you come down from your first big dose of angel power?” How had so much changed in a few short months?

	“Samael introduced us. I wasn’t too sure of Rashaad at first. My lessons were always done in the Between. Samael would show up after my shift and turn my closet doorway into a portal that took us to a glade in the Between—” 

	“He did what?” I interrupted. “How was he able to turn your closet doorway into a portal?” 

	“I asked the same thing. He said the creation of new portals, especially in Midtween, was strictly prohibited. When I asked if the portal was illegal, he said it was in a way.” She frowned, and I could tell she was as annoyed with cryptic answers as I was. “Anyway, he said the power to create a portal had to be granted, though he wouldn’t say by whom, and then went on to say that if it was ever found, it would cause more trouble than I would ever want.”

	“So…he technically had permission from whoever grants that kind of thing to create an illegal portal?” It sounded like a confusing mess to me.

	“I guess you could say that,” Victoria said. “Anyway, when we went through the portal and got to the Between, Rashaad would be lurking around the edges of the glade.” Victoria shrugged, still not meeting my gaze. “Samael claimed it was always good to have another set of eyes guarding our backs. Not that I ever saw a reason why. Nothing ever showed itself in the glade. I don’t know if he meant for Rashaad to be the one to help me through it, but it just kind of worked out that way.”  

	If only my trip through the Between had been as peaceful as her glade. Things certainly would have gotten done faster. Rashaad worried me. I wanted to ask if she was sure that she could trust him, but something in her blushing expression made me hold my tongue. As much as I wanted to know about this mystery demonborn, maybe it would be better to ask later, after we had more time to share stories. It wasn’t fair of me to grill her on that when there was still so much about myself that she didn’t know.

	“You’ve changed.” That was an understatement.

	“I had to.” Victoria’s expression softened into the look I’d seen so often growing up when she was concerned about me. “I know you were always the one to stand up and protect me if needed in the mortal world, but you are still my little sister. It’s my turn to do what I can to protect you. I may not be able to wield weapons, but I’ll do my best to make sure no one stabs you in the back. No matter what happens, we will always be sisters, and I will always love you.”

	Blinking back the tears that stung my eyes at her words, I cleared my throat. “I will always love you, too, and will do everything I can to keep you from getting caught up in something that might push you beyond your limits. I may be your little sister, but I will always protect you.”

	***

	“Despite my wariness, it was good to have a chance to catch up with Samael. He was one who had always held my respect. Although I kept finding myself distracted by the bond and could only wonder at the cause behind the shifting emotions I felt through it.” ~Caius
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	Chapter 3

	 

	“What has happened since you left? Why are you covered in dirt? And don’t worry, secrets have kind of become my specialty. You don’t have to worry that it will get back to Alaric or anyone else you don’t want to know,” Victoria said with a wry smile.

	I glanced away from her only to face the sudden fear of my sister’s rejection. What if she couldn’t accept the fact that Caius and I were bound? Or the fact I carried his child? My relief that she would always be on my side was smothered by the idea that some things might be too much. Then again, my friends of only a year had taken it all in stride. How could I assume less of my sister? I was a horrible person for ever doubting her in the first place. Victoria and I had been through so much together. 

	“I don’t think you’re going to be happy with me,” I finally said.

	Victoria gave a delicate snort. “Since when have you worried about that?”

	“Since I’ve realized how important you are to me.” I paused and looked her full in the eyes. “Since the moment you truly became the only blood family I have left.”

	When confusion wrinkled her brow, I said quietly, “I met our father.”

	Shock and surprise filled her features. “And? Where has he been all these years? Why did he leave? How is he, and is he here with you?”

	She started to stand as if she would go look for him right that instant, but I motioned for her to stay. “He’s not with me.”

	Victoria turned back to me, and my neutral mask slipped, allowing the hurt and betrayal I still felt to show through. Concerned, she settled back into her chair. “Something went wrong, didn’t it? What happened?”

	I nodded but said nothing, unsure of how to tell her everything. Unsure of reliving it all in order to fill her in. As if she sensed my unease, she said, “Tell me as much as you can. But if something bothers you too much, just give me the short, simple version. No need to delve into details you aren’t comfortable with.”

	Sighing with relief, I gave her a look full of the gratitude I felt. Victoria knew me so well. We might not have always seen eye to eye, but we were always sisters. She’d always been there, ready to offer me a shoulder if I wanted it, support if I needed it. Looking back, it was easier to see all of the times she hovered near when things were bad for me. When I thought she was just being nosy or like after Mom died, and I thought her misery had just wanted company, I realized now neither had been the case. 

	From the vantage point of everything I’d been through, everything I’d learned, and from the person I’d grown into in a matter of months, I could see that instead, she’d been waiting in case I needed her. When Mom died, she didn’t linger in the kitchen because her misery loved company; she’d been waiting in case mine needed company. I’d been the one to protect her from physical things in the mortal world, always ready to stand up and defend her at a moment’s notice. But what I hadn’t realized was she’d always been ready to protect me, too, only on an emotional level. If only I had let her in, maybe it wouldn’t have taken an invasion by an incubus to break down my emotional walls.

	“It started when Caius, who always lurked on my routes anyway, showed up and offered me a deal. The soul I was in charge of in exchange for talking with him.” I saw her lips press together in distaste and couldn’t blame her. I hadn’t been real thrilled with Caius at that time, either. 

	As I ran my fingers through Amisi’s fur, I told Victoria a condensed version of almost everything, though I mostly skipped over my last visit to Nyx’s. What had happened the last time I was here wasn’t a pleasant memory, and now wasn’t the time to unpack it. When I came to the time spent with the fairies and revealed what Dell had told me, Victoria stopped me short. “You’re pregnant?”

	I nodded and waited for the berating. Victoria wouldn’t explode; that wasn’t her style. But I was certain there was a lecture coming.

	She crossed her arms and glared at me. “How was that not the first thing out of your mouth?”

	“I wasn’t sure blurting it out the moment I saw you was the best idea,” I said, feeling chagrined.

	“Oh!” Victoria covered her mouth for a moment before dropping her hands and whispering, “Caius is the father, isn’t he?” When I nodded, she said, “Are you crazy?”

	“Most likely.” I grinned. “I truly hope you can give him a chance because we’re kind of a package deal these days.”

	“You have a child together; I’m not surprised he will be around from now on, no matter what happens between you two.” She shook her head. “How can you even be pregnant? No one in the Midtween gets pregnant before forty, and even that is considered extremely young.”

	“I have a lot of Caius’s blood running through me. It’s matured my powers faster and, apparently, other things, too.” I paused, hesitating to say the next thing that needed to be said. 

	Victoria gave me a considering look. “There’s more, I can tell. Go on, might as well lay it all on the table.”

	“Caius and I are a package deal because of more than the baby.” I took a deep breath and said, “We’re fully bound.”

	“I know. The whole of the immortal world knows. Everyone felt it. Alaric had an absolute fit. That’s when he started demanding to know where you were. I was hiding, cloaked, right outside his office door. I didn’t see who he was talking to, but Samael showed up at Alaric’s office almost immediately after.” Victoria studied me for a moment. “Are you okay with the full bond? Or is it something you regret?”

	“It was a life-or-death decision. And although I didn’t really have a choice at the time, I don’t regret it.” I gave her a reassuring smile. “I would do it again in a heartbeat, a hundred times over.”

	“Is that what went wrong with our father?” Victoria frowned. “He didn’t like that you two are bound?”

	I shook my head, and tears stung my eyes at the hurt that still surprised me. “No. We weren’t bound yet. At first, I hated Elijah. Then I found out he truly was in love with Mom, he really didn’t know about me, and he couldn’t get back through the veil to us, even though he wanted to. I actually thought, for a little while, that I would have a father. That you would meet him, and we would both have a father. Then Elijah found out about the baby.” I swallowed hard and looked away from her. “He drugged me, kidnapped me, and tried to force me to drink something that would make me lose it.”

	“He what?” Victoria gasped, covering her mouth.  “How could he do such a thing? He’s an angel, for Charon’s sake.”

	“I honestly think he thought he was saving me from making his mistake or something,” I said with a sigh. “Obviously, he didn’t succeed.”

	“What happened?” Victoria lowered her hands and leaned forward. 

	“Caius found me and killed Elijah. I wanted to, I tried.” I looked away from her as I made that admission. “Caius wouldn’t let me.”

	“Oh, Jo.” Victoria rose and settled next to me, wrapping her arm around me. “I understand why you would want to. But I’m glad Caius did it in your stead.”

	“Yeah. I guess I am, too.” 

	She hugged me again before moving back to the chair where there was more room for her to sit.

	***

	“As glad as I was that Jo was getting to visit with her sister and I was getting to spend some time with my sire, I started to wish they would leave. Jo had already gone through a lot and pushed herself to exhaustion. I worried about her. Her fatigue filtered through the bond. Quieter than her emotions, but there nonetheless.” ~Caius
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	Chapter 4

	 

	Needing to change the subject, I said, “So, tell me everything you’ve learned since you became 007.” 

	I had to admit, having a trusted pair of eyes and ears in Midtween was an appealing idea, though I still wasn’t sure how comfortable I was with it being Victoria. What if she got hurt trying to help me? Then again, for whatever reason, Samael seemed to be helping her. Perhaps he would keep her from getting hurt. 

	“Not as much as I would have liked,” Victoria said with more than a little irritation. “After what happened at the bridge between the Children, Midtween has been thrown into chaos. Everyone knows all about that nastiness five hundred years ago now, and everyone knows what Rowen’s group is, too. The Morrigan reapers are keeping to themselves, the demonborn are patrolling the bridge, and the rest of the reapers are watching their backs in case what happened at the bridge starts a war, although Alaric and Sinmar are doing their best to keep a tight lid on animosities. Even so, it hasn’t stopped a number of demonborn from leaving Midtween altogether. The prophecy is also known to all now, and there are a lot who seem to think your death would stop it from happening and a bunch more who think if the prophecy is meant to play out, it will and shouldn’t be interfered with.”

	It was unsurprising that the prophecy was now out there. It was one of the reasons I had more demonborn following me, and also the reason for what happened in the canyon.

	 Victoria pulled me from my thoughts when she continued, “Alaric seems to be scrambling for information of some sort. I know you are searching for keys and a dagger, so I concentrated on that when sneaking about the library. Not that there was much to find, mind you.”

	I knew it would be too much to hope that she would be able to provide all the missing pieces of information, though it didn’t stop me from being grateful she’d tried. “It’s okay, I didn’t expect there to be any.”

	Victoria held up a hand as if to halt me. “I didn’t say there wasn’t anything to find, only that there was precious little. Since you are already fully bound, the strange reference that said, ‘the bound unlock the prison of the second’ is likely useless. I gather you got the second key when you formed the bond.”

	When I nodded, she continued, “However, I unearthed a scroll that was aged to where I could barely read it.” She paused and pursed her lips. “It was strange because it was tucked into a deep corner in the back, but it didn’t have any of the dust the other scrolls did. Almost as if it had been put there recently, but I know it wasn’t because I’d been through that area before.” She waved her hand as if dismissing the strangeness. “Anyway, it referenced a jewel or a gem, I couldn’t quite read that part, but what followed it said, ‘The third is held by the fifth beast.’ I don’t know if that has anything to do with where you are going next or what it means, but since it was typical of the vague and convoluted language of the other scroll and the prophecy itself, I memorized it.”

	I tried to sort out what it might mean, but since we hadn’t even had a chance to look at the last clue, I couldn’t begin to untangle it. “It might once we have a chance to rest and think.”

	“When I go back, I will continue to dig.”

	“I wish you weren’t going back. Things are so unsettled, and everything is changing so fast, and I…” My walls may have been broken down, but it still wasn’t easy to express myself the way I wanted to. 

	Victoria smiled, “I know. But we will do what we have to and hopefully all come out the other side of this in one piece.”

	I nodded, unsure how to respond. The dagger was now the goal, but in the end, I didn’t really know where all of this was heading or why. It was entirely possible that there was no other side, that everything would end in tragic loss and heartache with no reason why, other than I had been born with the wrong genetics. 

	Victoria stood and straightened her pure white robes. “We’ve been closeted away long enough. If we’re going to maintain the charade that we aren’t getting along because I thoroughly disapprove of your actions, then we better get back.”

	I slid off the bed, my feet barely touching the floor before she pulled me into another fierce hug and said, “I’m so glad we got this little bit of time. Promise me you will stay safe and take care of yourself.”

	Returning her hug, I whispered, “I will do everything I can.” 

	There was no way I could promise. With so many unknowns, I could only do my best, and that would have to be enough. But I couldn’t tell her that. I couldn’t send her back to Midtween with a heart full of worry. 

	“Just remember, I love you.” Victoria dropped the ward, yanked open the door, and raised her voice. “Honestly, Jo, how can you be so blind? Why do you always have to break everything?”

	I gaped at her until she winked at me and stormed into the hall. Oh, yeah, right. We weren’t supposed to like each other right now. Stalking after her with Amisi on my heels, I yelled, “And why do you always have to do everything by the book? Why can’t you ever see anything from my side?”

	Ahead of me, Victoria shot me an affronted look. “Of course, it’s all my fault you are in this mess. You are so misunderstood. You poor thing.”

	Her voice echoed off the stone walls, and I knew others would easily hear it. The biting tone made me flinch, even though it was only pretend. My sister was a good actress. Even Amisi flattened her ears and hissed. I placed a placating hand on the cat’s shoulders. Hopefully, I could be as good, or I would ruin it. Victoria almost hesitated, a flicker of concern in her eyes that I only caught because I knew her so well. 

	I charged after her, letting heavy sarcasm lace my voice as I shouted back, “And you know everything. You are so perfect and wonderful, and everybody loves you. Just like always.”

	“Oh, get over yourself.” Victoria marched down the stairs, her head at a haughty angle as she approached Samael. “This has been a total waste of time. Please return me to Midtween.”

	I glanced over the railing as I descended the curving staircase after her. Most of the others had wandered off, and only Nyx, Caius, Samael, Bethany, and James remained. Bethany and James looked between my sister and me before turning venomous looks on Victoria. She pointedly ignored them. 

	Samael inclined his head in my direction. “It would seem the time has come to take my leave. Perhaps we will have a chance to speak more at another time.”

	“Yeah, maybe.” I still wasn’t sure how I felt about Caius’s sire. Sure, he’d helped my sister, but I doubted he did it because he was feeling particularly benevolent. 

	Nyx raised an eyebrow in my direction before stepping toward Samael. “I will escort you back to your…portal.” She frowned at him. “I am not pleased that you were able to open it inside my sanctuary.”

	“Since you are well aware of who granted me that power, you are also aware that your displeasure, while noted, makes no difference,” he replied.

	A scowl marred Nyx’s beautiful face, but she said nothing. She glanced between Victoria and me one more time, her gaze speculative. 

	As they turned toward one of the halls on the lower level, I got the distinct feeling that Nyx had seen right through our acting. Beside me, Bethany shifted as if undecided about something. Just before Nyx led Samael and Victoria beneath the arching rock at the beginning of the hall, Bethany swallowed hard and jogged toward my sister. “Victoria.”

	I tensed. Hopefully, she didn’t plan to start a fight with my sister over our “argument.”  Victoria turned a cool look on Bethany and paused as my friend handed her a small square of paper. 

	“Will you take that to my parents?” Bethany asked, though anger made her voice tremble.

	“Yes.” She looked down her nose at Bethany. “It won’t make up for what you’ve done here, but I will take it to them.”

	Without another word, Victoria turned and followed Nyx, slipping the paper into a pocket in her robes. Even though our fight was pretend, it still left a hollow ache in my chest and made me feel almost sick to my stomach. Maybe because it could have gone that way, because I’d been so afraid she would say something similar for real. 

	Though I didn’t take my eyes off my sister’s departing figure, I sensed Caius move until he was standing close to me. He didn’t touch me or try to comfort me, just offered his presence in case I needed it. I didn’t, but I was thankful he was there. I knew Victoria and I were good, even if it was hard to part on negative words, pretend or not. 

	Bethany walked back to where we stood, anger still simmering in her eyes. “How can she do this to you? She’s your sister, for Charon’s sake.”

	Though I wanted to jump to Victoria’s defense and tell Bethany it wasn’t what it appeared, I couldn’t do that in front of everyone. I trusted those who stood arranged around the large, columned room that was basically a giant foyer in Nyx’s personal palace, but even so, it was best to keep the fact that I had a spy in the Midtween under wraps. 

	“Victoria has always lived exactly by the rules; I knew better than to expect anything less.”

	Caius shifted slightly, and I sensed a thread of confusion through the bond. Understandable. Although I managed to keep my facial expressions in line with the confrontation Victoria and I had just had, I wasn’t bothering to police my internal feelings. The contradiction would reveal the lie to him. 

	Changing the subject, I asked Bethany, “What was in the note?”

	“Oh,” she cast her gaze at the floor. “I just want them to know I’m okay.”

	So I wasn’t the only one keeping secrets. From her body language, it was clear she’d only told a partial truth. Bethany tended to be a terrible liar. I didn’t pry. If she wanted me to know more, she would tell me. 

	Nyx returned from the hall and motioned us toward the massive dining room. “I imagine all of you could use some food.”

	When her words were met with agreement, she led us out of the entry hall. James placed a comforting arm around my shoulders as we followed everyone into the room I remembered from our last stay. The single long table had been joined by several others, and the room was already crowded with the rest of the demonborn and Children.

	***

	“Her words didn’t match the emotions I felt through the bond. Something was going on between the two of them. Despite my desire to understand the undercurrents between Jo and her sister, patience born of centuries held my tongue. I would ask later when we were alone.” ~Caius  
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	Chapter 5

	 

	I was on autopilot by the time I finally made it to the room Caius and I were sharing, and the first thing I did was crawl into a bath. Covered in sweat, mud, bits of grass, and dirt from our journey back through the cave, I wanted nothing more than to be clean again. I knew that somewhere, Caius was bringing Nyx up to date on everything that had happened and probably already cleansed with his power. I needed more than that. I wanted soap and lots of hot water.

	 It wasn’t until I was scrubbed, dry, and in clean clothes that I finally acknowledged the exhaustion trying to drag my eyelids shut. Honestly, how could so much happen in a single day? It was hard to wrap my mind around the fact that we’d left Hades’s palace that morning, traversed a giant cave, nearly gotten killed in that stupid chamber, ended up fully bonded, traipsed back through the cave, and ended up at Nyx’s all in a single day. A single, long day. 

	As Caius stepped into the room and shut the door, I flopped on the bed, my legs dangling over the edge, and let my lids fall shut. “It’s weird to feel so tired I can barely keep my eyes open, and sense your lack of exhaustion at the same time.”

	“Sensing your fatigue is what sent me up here to make sure you rest,” Caius said. 

	“It’s nice to be able to know you are basically okay physically. Although it’s kind of difficult to untangle our emotions. It’s sometimes hard to tell whether I’m feeling something or you are. Mainly when you’re feeling something particularly strong. We might need to find a way to turn it down.” I pried my eyes open.

	He nodded. “Or block it completely.”

	“You want to block our bond?” Though it was completely irrational, I still felt a devastating sense of rejection. Thanks to my trip through his life during the bond’s formation and our times spent inside my power bubble, I knew exactly how he felt about me. That didn’t stop my stupid emotions from overreacting.

	“Not like that.” He leaned against the wall with his arms crossed. “But there are going to be times when the bond tangling our emotions up or causing our emotions to feed off each other is going to be a problem. Maybe even cost us our lives or the lives of those around us.”

	My mind immediately went to the confrontation in the canyon, and I imagined what it would have been like if our emotions had been all tangled up in a feedback loop. “You mean during battle.”

	“Exactly that.” 

	I scooted farther onto the bed and rolled to my side, head propped up on my hand so I could look at him more easily. I still wasn’t completely sold on blocking him. Turn down the volume, maybe, but blocking?

	He must have read the uncertainty in my expression because he said, “Think about it, Jo. If we’re in battle and something happens to James, Bethany, Rowen, any of them, whatever you feel in that moment, I’m going to feel that like it’s my own emotion. Same thing if something happens to Malik or Lilly. Whatever I feel in that moment, you are going to feel like it’s your own emotion, even if we are separated by miles. It’s going to yank your focus right out of the battle. And if you lose focus, you die. And if you die, I die. Either way—”

	“It could get us both killed,” I finished with a sigh. “So, we work on figuring out how to block in case it’s needed.”

	He nodded, though it didn’t look like he was thrilled with the idea, even though it had been his. I certainly wasn’t happy with it, even if I could see the sound reasoning behind it. At first, I couldn’t figure out why until I realized I’d already become accustomed to the space the bond had created for him in my head. The bit of him in my mind that let me know where he was in relation to me, his emotional state, and whether or not he physically needed rest. Instinctively, I knew blocking wouldn’t be a pleasant sensation for either of us, no matter how necessary. 

	“What was that with your sister?” Caius asked, interrupting my thoughts. “I gather you aren’t really upset with each other.”

	“No.” I smiled wryly. “I hope I fooled everyone else better than I fooled you, or our act will be for nothing.”

	“Everyone else doesn’t have the benefit of the bond. If you were truly as angry and hurt as you sounded, I would have felt it. Instead, I felt worry and love for Victoria, which didn’t exactly fit the situation that was presented.” Caius pushed away from the wall and moved to sit on the bed next to me. “So why the act?”

	“Victoria is our mole in Midtween. It seems your father has taken it upon himself to train her and to open illegal portals to the Between in her closet.” Surprise flickered in Caius’s eyes and through the bond. So, his sire hadn’t mentioned that to him while Victoria and I were closeted away. “And,” I continued, “he seems to have enlisted the help of a demonborn named Rashaad to help her through the first big doses of angel power.”

	Caius nodded, “Rashaad makes sense. He’s the son of the archdemon Lilith and quite powerful. He’s performed that duty more than once for various angels.”

	“What?” I sat up. “What do you mean?”

	“Even pure angels have to have someone bring them down after they come of age and get the first big dose of their power.” Caius chuckled. “Did you think that was reserved for half-angels alone?”

	“Yeah, actually. I didn’t realize full angels would have to worry about that. What about demons, or demonborn for that matter? Why don’t they have to deal with something like that?” I frowned at what seemed like the unfair consequences of the first power use.

	“Pure, upper-level demons aren’t bred; Hades, Lucifer, and other gods of the Hells created them. They aren’t compatible with each other when it comes to producing offspring. Which is why they find humans to conceive with. And why there are so many demonborn.” Caius cocked a grin at me. “We are powerful enough as half-breeds, I guess things wouldn’t be balanced properly if pure demons could be born. As far as what demonborn have to deal with upon first power use, the first big dose of demon power is what triggers bloodlust. A single, fresh drop of angel blood will keep the bloodlust from driving the young demonborn insane. If they don’t get that drop, there is no getting them back from the insanity and no way to control them short of locking them away. It becomes a mercy killing at that point.”

	I remembered Caius getting that drop of blood during my trip through his life, though I hadn’t fully realized the reason behind it. 

	“The difference is,” Caius continued, “unassisted angels are so bereft after letting go of their power the first time they are in danger of actually killing themselves. What you felt after your first use was pale compared to what a full angel has to deal with. The intense physical encounter keeps them from feeling like the world has just ended. But, even if the encounter has to be repeated a couple of times while they get a handle on it, they are still free of the need after the first few times. Bloodlust comes and goes for decades for a demonborn.”

	“Is that what you meant back on Nadia’s mountain the first time we were there,” I carefully kept my mind from thinking of the second time we were there, “when you said I had no idea how often angels and demons worked together?”

	Caius nodded. “It is. In truth, one can’t exist without the other. I suppose older angels and demonborn could, but the young on both sides would die off. Young angels because they wouldn’t be able to handle the grief after letting go of their power the first few times, and the young demonborn because without the angel blood, they would go insane, and we would have to kill them to prevent the destruction of the mortal world.”

	“If you are half-archangel, why did you need a drop of blood?” I asked, trying to understand the memories I’d experienced. “Don’t you already have angel blood by default?”

	He gave me a wry smile. “You said the keyword, ‘half.’ It takes a drop of pure angel blood to stave off bloodlust.”

	“It’s interesting how enemies can need each other so much to survive.” I scooted closer and leaned against him wearily. 

	“Just like anything else in the worlds, there are threads that connect us all, and that connection keeps things balanced,” Caius said and put his arm around me.

	We sat quietly for a while, soaking up the peace and quiet of being alone together, safe, and with nowhere to go until we figured out the next clue. His warm touch had my mind conjuring up memories of the moments right after we came back to ourselves with the bond fully formed. My blood ran hot just thinking about it. Caius took a surprised breath as what I was feeling flowed through the bond. His own desire flooded into me. I looked up, and our gazes locked for a split second before Caius captured my mouth with his own. 

	I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him closer as his hands began to explore my suddenly heated flesh. Our emotions and feelings created the same feedback loop we’d experienced in the chamber, only this time we weren’t coated in blood, and there was no reason to stop. Our clothes disappeared as we both deconstructed them in the same instant, and Caius pulled me against his body. 

	Every movement, every touch was intensified to the point I didn’t know where my pleasure ended and his began, and the bond only seemed to grow stronger with our lovemaking. When we finally collapsed, sated and still tangled up in each other on sweat-soaked sheets, I could confidently say that although it had been fantastic before the completed bond, it didn’t hold a candle to what I’d just experienced. 

	Still wrapped in his arms, I drifted off into a much-needed sleep. 

	***

	“In battle, being able to block would be a good thing. Other times, the absence of a block was welcomed. Feeling her pleasure all wrapped up in my own brought a whole new level to the experience that I never knew existed.” ~Caius
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	Chapter 6

	 

	Morning light streamed through the wide, circular window over the bed. Caius was gone, his side of the bed cold when I reached for it, but I could sense he was somewhere in the house. Lying on my back, I stared at the ceiling, trying to decide how I felt about being back at Nyx’s. It wasn’t a place I would have chosen to go; it was Amisi’s presence here that had inadvertently brought me back. 

	It wasn’t that I disliked Nyx, although the goddess could make me uncomfortable. But the last time wasn’t exactly a pleasant stay, thanks to the incubus, Bryson. I closed my eyes and tried not to think about it, tried not to feel his hands grabbing my face.

	“Gah!” I pressed the heels of my hands to my forehead and rolled to my side before roughly throwing the covers aside and sitting up. Not like I was going to get any more rest anyway. A quick scan of the room revealed I was completely alone; even Amisi was off adventuring already. Either that or prowling Nyx’s kitchen for more fish.

	After making use of the bathroom and the brush on the counter in there, I constructed clothes and pulled them on. I doubted I would be leaving Nyx’s house that day, so I didn’t see a need to wear my armor.

	When I stepped from the room, I realized it was the same one from our previous stay. My heart thumped loud in my ears in sudden anxiety. I trailed my fingers along the smooth surface of the wall as I walked slowly to the spot where Bryson had found me. I’d been so exhausted the evening before, I’d barely found my way to the room, and Caius had provided ample distraction… 

	I hadn’t realized then…

	Frozen in place, I could only watch as the brightly lit hall fell away into the darkness of another time.

	I felt Bryson grab my face, felt his mind push into mine. My breath hitched at the vivid memory of the pain that had shot through my head when my mental walls were forcibly ripped down. That night crashed down around me as I stood there. The things I could no longer hide from danced one after another in a parade through my mind, and I trembled with the despair and fury that swirled in their wake. 

	Everything had been so chaotic since that night. My control had never fully returned, and it was Bryson’s fault. He had hurt me more than I thought possible by forcing me to relive everything, forcing me to feel everything. I hated how weak he had made me, how vulnerable he’d left me.

	I was so locked in that night that I couldn’t see the hall in the light of a different day. Feeling again the sensation of Bryson rummaging through my mind and memories, touching everything with his mental hands and leaving a trail of pain and dirty fingerprints behind. I tumbled deeper into my mind, only vaguely aware of my power building. 

	A sudden jolt in the air, followed by a curse, startled me. The images in my mind wavered, and I briefly glimpsed the hall as it was now before Caius pulled me against him, anchoring me in the present. His voice in my ear whispered roughly, “It’s okay. He’s not here. He can’t ever hurt you again.”

	Closing my eyes, I burrowed closer to the solid heat that was Caius, realizing that since leaving Nyx’s last time I had worked so hard to come to terms with my walls being down, I hadn’t taken any time at all to deal with the reason they were down. 

	“I hate him.”

	Caius’s arms tightened. “I know. You aren’t alone in that.”

	A single tear spilled over and soaked into his shirt. “I was starting to feel like maybe I might be getting some of my control back, but I’m not. Not really. So much was going on after we left last time, I never had to actually look at what happened that night. Now it’s all I’m seeing.” 

	Anger and hurt flashed white-hot inside me. 

	“Jo,” Caius shuddered slightly, “you might want to pull your power back.”

	“What?” 

	“You’ve created a new kind of shield with your Morrigan power. It’s rather protective of you.”   

	I blinked in surprise and noticed for the first time the pale green mist that swirled around me. Almost like the shield I used as a weapon had grown and morphed. “But…how?”

	“It would seem when you are extremely distressed like this, your Morrigan power has a mind of its own. Looks like it created a new shield that tries to keep everyone away from you.” Caius held his arm out. The skin was covered in small welts that healed almost as fast as they were created. “It stung me when I first crossed the boundary, but stopped after I was inside. Your surge of emotion has it stinging me again.”

	I quickly pulled the power back and released it. “How? You’re my mate. We’re bonded, for Charon’s sake. My power should have recognized you as part of me. You should have been able to walk right through it.” 

	“I’m not sure, other than the Morrigan power is something I only have through you. Just like I will always be stronger than you in Archdemon power, so will you be in Morrigan.” Caius shrugged. “We’re both part angel, so those are powers we tend to share in somewhat equal amounts, even though the type of angel is different. It may be that our singular powers will always maintain a certain amount of separation. I can walk right through any demon power you throw at me, and I would wager you could walk through any Morrigan I sent at you. But reverse it,” he flexed his arm where the remainder of the welts stood out against his bronzed skin, “and I think those are the two powers that take exception.”

	I ran my hand over the welts that were already beginning to fade from Caius’s rapid healing. “I didn’t even realize I was making a shield. I guess I was too upset to notice. Still, you’ve walked right through my shield in the past,” I said, thinking of the vine-covered bubble I’d created after leaving Nyx’s last time.

	“It was a different kind of shield that also had angel and demon power mixed into it. This time, it was something entirely new and pure Morrigan. I’m just glad it wasn’t one of your friends who tried to reach you through it. I get the feeling that despite the fact that it renewed the stinging when you started to feel strong emotions again, it only let up initially because of the bond.” Caius searched my gaze. “Don’t let Bryson have this much power over you. He’s long gone, and despite his intrusion, you have benefited from it in certain ways. Take what you gained and leave the rest.”

	I nodded. He was right, of course. Nothing would be gained by dwelling on it. Except dwelling seemed like more of a choice. I certainly wasn’t choosing to think about what Bryson had done; the memory was just refusing to be ignored now that it had fully surfaced. “I’ll try. I don’t know how long it will take me to get there, though. I remember what it was like with him moving through my mind, and it makes me feel, I don’t know, like he left my thoughts and memories soiled. Left me the same way. I mean, they weren’t good memories anyway, but now they’re stained, too. Does that make sense?” 

	He had lived it with me during the creation of our bond; if anyone would understand, it would be him.

	His eyes flashed molten gold; his fury—quiet, completely controlled, and yet murderous—bled through the bond as his hands, gentle despite the emotions roiling through him, cupped my face so I had to look at him. “Jo, you are as clean and perfect as you were before you met him. Nothing Bryson could have ever done would change that. I know you aren’t yet in a place where you can take my advice, so if you ever feel like you are being pulled into that night again, you have only to reach out through the bond, and I will be there. I can’t kill Bryson again, despite my great desire to do so. But I can make sure you aren’t alone when you face the ghosts he left behind.”

	 I stepped away from him, letting my gaze fall. A confusing mix of his anger and my own jumbled emotions created an anxious knot in my gut. I needed to move, to do something. Anything. I needed away from that hallway. 

	“I will ask Nyx to move us to different quarters in another hall,” Caius said.

	“No.” I shook my head as I let his anger fill me until it allowed me to glare at the offending spot in the hall. Dammit, I wasn’t a coward. I didn’t back down. I’d gone toe to toe with demonborn and angels, fought creepy things from the Hells, and pissed off Caius back when I was convinced he would kill me. “I will face this. I will get over it. I just…I need…” I paced a small area, flexing my hands in and out of fists, a rush of adrenaline lending me the fight I needed so I could turn away from the flight. “I need to hit something. Please tell me there is a place I can do that. I need to train. There has to be a way to still train.” 

	My power bubbled just beneath the surface, ready to burst out at the slightest provocation. I didn’t know if doing my best to beat the crap out of someone in a training match was a healthy way to deal with my reaction to having to face the attack again, but it seemed like that was the way it was going to be. I never claimed any of my coping mechanisms were healthy.  

	Caius studied me for a long moment before saying, “If we’re careful.”

	He led me out of the hall and down several more. Despite walking away from the place where it happened, I couldn’t shake everything it had dredged up and it was only pissing me off. Pissed off was good. It was an emotion I could handle. 

	Flames crawled along the edges of my hands by the time he opened a door, and we stepped into what I guessed was a training room. Padding covered the entirety of it. Walls, ceiling, the inside of the door, and the floor, though it was firm enough underfoot to prevent it from being difficult to walk on. In one corner, a large, heavy punching bag hung suspended from the ceiling. 

	After taking it in, I turned to Caius and asked, “Will this be padded enough? I know I’m not terribly far along, but I’m not sure how much falling or hitting the ground is acceptable at this point.”

	Caius snorted. “Most of the training rooms don’t offer this much padding. However, Nyx prepared this one for me before the sun rose this morning.”

	“This much padding?” I raised an eyebrow while giving the room a doubtful look. None of it appeared to be particularly fluffy. 

	Without warning, Caius picked me up and literally tossed me at the wall. My shout of protest barely made it past my lips before I smooshed into the padded wall without any kind of jolt and then slid down to the floor without so much as a bump. 

	Back on my feet, excitement mingled with the need to hit something. The knowledge that I would still be able to train and spar washed away some of my anxiety as I set myself. As much as I wanted to immediately start, Caius held up a hand to get me to wait while he walked over to a small pouch on the wall next to the door. He pulled a couple of long black straps from it and turned to me. 

	“Since we have an actual sparring and training room, there’s no reason not to make use of all the options.” He took one of the straps and said, “Hold out your hand and spread your fingers as wide as you can and keep it flexed like that.”

	“What about the flames?”

	He smiled slightly. “These will survive.” 

	When I held out my hand in the way he had indicated, he put the loop on one end of the strap over my thumb before winding it once around my wrist and pulling it tight before going around the back of my thumb, across my palm, and between my pinky and ring fingers around the back of my thumb again and then between my ring and middle finger, then repeating the process again between my middle and index fingers before wrapping it around my knuckles a couple of times and then around my wrist again.

	“Now your other hand,” he said when he was done.  

	I curled my hand into a fist a couple of times, then held out my other one. “Why bother? I’ve been training without the wraps since I started.”

	“Yes, and you’ve likely done small amounts of damage you never really noticed because it was minor enough it healed quickly, thanks to being a reaper. That doesn’t mean we can’t take precautions when we have the opportunity. Wraps that can withstand demon fire aren’t that easy to come by and not something I can make like clothing.”

	“The clothing we make definitely doesn’t survive demon fire,” I said, remembering the time I burst into flame and turned into a raven at the same time.

	As if he knew what I was thinking, his lips flattened, and he said grimly, “No, they don’t.”

	Once my other hand was securely wrapped, I slowly began circling with Caius, thankful we could begin. It had taken everything in me not to fidget. I wouldn’t win, couldn’t take him by surprise, couldn’t move faster, couldn’t overpower him or out-fight him, and it didn’t matter. Winning wasn’t really the point of this match.

	I was the first to move, lashing out as fast as I could. He blocked my attack with ease and retaliated. I barely managed to dodge and duck away before spinning back. Not fast enough. Caius struck. Not hard enough to damage me, but enough to knock me off my feet. Perfect padding or not, it didn’t matter. In one smooth, lightning-fast move, he caught me before I could come near the mats, made sure I was steady, and then resumed his fighting stance. 

	Resetting myself, I attacked again, this time moving faster and striking harder. I managed to land several hits, but only because I could tell he let me. And then he struck back. Again, I went crashing toward the floor, only to find myself steady on my feet a split second later and Caius retaking his position. 

	And so our sparring began to take on a rhythm as I pushed myself, needing to get rid of the energy that had built inside me since the hall. As I danced in and out of his reach, a sense of frustration welled up. He blocked most of my moves, only allowing a few through in an attempt to appease my need. Not that I blamed him. I really didn’t expect him to just stand there and take it. 

	Caius unexpectedly stepped forward, grabbed my shoulders, and spun me to face the far end of the room where the punching bag hung. “Perhaps you should attack that. Sparring isn’t truly what you need right now. It isn’t helping. I can feel your frustration growing, as are the flames around your hands. Keep this up, and we’ll have another firestorm. Venting is what you need.”

	“I might kill it.”

	“You won’t. I’m the one who created it. It will hold up.”

	I stared at the large punching bag for a second before moving toward it uncertainly. I’d never fought with an inanimate object. There hadn’t been an opportunity, and really, what was the point? In battle, I would be up against beings that were actively trying to kill me. They wouldn’t just hang there and let me do whatever. 

	Still, the idea of hitting something, anything, appealed. I stopped in front of it and looked at it for a long moment before finally punching it. Just a light thump at first to get a feel for it. Then another, as Bryson’s eyes bored into mine. 

	Flames crawled over my fingers. I slammed my fist harder against the bag. 

	Bryson’s hands gripped the sides of my face, the pain of the tight hold nothing to that inside my head as he ripped down a wall and tore my mother’s death from behind it. 

	I hit the bag again as if it were Bryson himself, punching it repeatedly as that night swarmed over me, and the things he’d forced me to acknowledge were once again laid bare. The fact that my mother would still be alive if she hadn’t been so determined to keep me a secret for as long as she could. The fact that Alaric had lied to me. Heard again the Sentinels list my existence as my only crime.

	Sweat beaded my skin. My face flushed from the exertion as I punched the bag over and over as hard as I could. 

	It wasn’t just Bryson’s attack. Everything that had followed after started tumbling through my mind as well. I felt the panic as I almost drowned in a dark hole in nowhere, felt the anger when I saw my father for the first time, watched Malik almost die from a seran bite, stood in the canyon and heard the angel call me a thing, fought my father in Nadia’s house with the last of my strength, watched Caius almost bleed to death in a cave… 

	It all crashed down on me. No matter what happened, there had always been the next path to hike, the next training session to work on, the next battle to the fight, the next bit of information to figure out, the next surprise waiting with never a chance for me to really process or deal with any of it before having to face the next thing. And the fact that I couldn’t build my walls like I had in the past and had to deal with it all at once, that I couldn’t control the flow, was Bryson’s fault.

	Fire exploded from every hit. I let the emotions rage through me and channeled all of them into my fists as I continued my assault, pummeling the bag as if I could beat the memories into submission. 

	Hot tears blurred my vision before spilling over. Despair, defiance, fury, frustration, and fear all built inside until it tore from me in a long, wounded scream as I hit the bag repeatedly in quick succession, only stopping when I no longer had the strength to raise my fists. I stood there with tears coursing down my cheeks and gasped for breath, the flames on my hands finally extinguished.  

	Caius gently enfolded me in his arms. My first instinct was to push him away and declare myself fine. But I wasn’t. And he knew it. Instead, I found myself sobbing into his shirt, face pressed against the wide expanse of his chest as the last of the emotions ran their course. 

	When the tears finally wound to a halt, I actually felt better. Not where I needed to be yet, but closer to it. I had a feeling the punching bag and I would be spending more time together in the future, but for that day, or maybe even that moment, I was okay. 

	I stepped away and pushed my hair back before wiping at the tears on my face. 

	“You good?” he asked and I could tell he would stay with me for as long as I needed. There was no hurry in his expression or emotions. No pressure to be done. 

	“For now,” I answered honestly. It was the best I could do. Maybe once I worked through this, I would find the control I so desperately wanted back. Maybe that was why it hadn’t returned yet. How could I deal with all my emotions and memories if I didn’t deal with the reason they’d all been dumped on me in the first place? 

	“Are you ready to leave?” Caius appraised me, then continued, “You can return to this room any time. I do ask that if you feel the need to spar with someone other than the bag, you stick with me, Malik, Lilly, or Rowen. You need an experienced partner who will ensure you won’t get hurt.”
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