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Chapter One

 

 

Aurora Lee, the drummer of Rage of Angels and band manager, took a deep hit of a joint and looked up at the red-gold sunset in the sky of Aisthanesthai. Even after nearly seven months in this world, it was a trip.

Speaking of trips...She looked back at the courtyard where Xochitl, lead singer of the band and Aurora’s best friend, was learning to fly. But it wasn’t the sight of the black and silver wings sprouting from her friend’s back that tripped Aurora out. Xochitl was always so weird. Aurora wasn’t surprised to discover that she wasn’t human. Instead, those wings and her magic explained a lot of unanswered questions.

When she learned that Xochitl wasn’t human, Aurora was relieved to finally have an explanation for her friend’s otherness. However, her heart gave a little twinge of pity. While growing up in a practically all-white town, it had been difficult for Aurora to spend some time with other Black people. Thank Baby Jesus for online groups and groups, where she met other Black metalheads and horror fans. And thank the Lord for her wonderful family. But Xochitl didn’t have any of her people growing up. The luminites had abandoned Earth long ago, and they’d been exterminated from Zareth’s world before Xochitl was born. Her mother had moved to Earth to keep her hidden. As a result, humans on Earth shunned Xochitl without her understanding why. While she didn’t get profiled or harassed like Aurora did, Xochitl had spent a lot of her life being bullied and alone. It wasn’t until she met Sylvis, and later Aurora and Beau, that Xochitl even had any friends.

No, what was tripping out Aurora’s world was the sight of Xochitl’s mother teaching her. Kerainne Leonine had died five years ago. Aurora and her parents had gone to the funeral. Had seen the coffin lowered into the ground. Aurora’s mom and dad had taken Xochitl, Sylvis, Beau, Aurora, and their new friend Akasha out to Denny’s afterward. They had cried, commiserated, and shared memories of the loving preschool teacher who had treated the whole band as her own children.

Yet when Xochitl had sunk into a coma after first sprouting her wings and killing Zareth’s half-brother—who’d been intent on world domination—Kerainne had waltzed into the sorcerer’s tower, alive and serene with wings of pearl and gold, and awakened her daughter. Aurora had cried like a baby at the sight of her.

Apparently, luminites—which is what Kerainne was—were truly immortal. When their bodies died, they transcended to their home realm and formed another body. But Kerainne couldn’t just go poof back to Earth, standing next to the shell of her old body. So Xochitl had mourned her for years, never knowing that her mom was still alive. Aurora thought it was kinda shitty of Kerainne to not tell her daughter that she wouldn’t truly be dead. Yet, at the same time, knowing how good and honorable she was, Kerainne had to have had a good reason for keeping quiet on that.

However, Aurora was still a little salty about Kerainne never telling her, Beau, or Sylvis that they too had luminite blood running through their veins. Aurora had always felt different. And it wasn’t just a matter of her skin color—though that played a huge part as well. It had been a palpable, lonely sense of being an outsider until she’d met her band.

One of her braids was yanked sharply, pulling her from her thoughts and almost making her drop the joint. “Ow! What the fuck?”

Beau, the bassist, band stylist and Aurora’s best friend, laughed above her. “Are you going to camp on that doobie all night?”

“Shit, I’m sorry.” She passed him the joint. “I’m just tripping out on Kerainne.”

“Me too.” Beau took a hit and returned to his task of beading Aurora’s hair. “I can’t believe she’s here and alive.”

“Do you think she’ll be able to come with us when we go back home?” Maybe they could get Kerainne a fake ID or something. She could stay in Seattle with them, and if they kept pictures of her off social media, so no one from Idaho saw her, they should be good.

“Who says we’re going back?” Beau passed her the joint. “We have it good here. Xochitl is the queen of the world, the people here adore us, and we’re finally learning more about what we are. Art’s been telling me—”

Aurora held up a hand, sick to death of hearing the latest about Artavian, the Wurrak healer who’d attended Xochitl during her coma and was now acting as Zareth’s apprentice. Beau had the hots for him and would not shut up about him, even though he didn’t have the balls to find out which way the guy swung. “We have a career back home, not to mention friends and family wondering where the hell we are.”

Guilt suffused her as the words poured out with more sorrow than she meant to reveal. Her family probably thought she was dead. Dad was probably grief-stricken, and though Aurora and her mom rarely saw eye-to-eye, Loretta Lee loved her and was most likely heartbroken. And then there was her brother and Grandma. Oh God, she didn’t want to think of how Grandma had felt when the band had disappeared. And how had she found out? Had Mom called the police after Aurora hadn’t answered the phone? Or had she heard about their disappearance on the news?

“Yeah, and we’ll have a breach of contract lawsuit slapped on us the moment we set foot back on Earth, not to mention the press in our faces demanding a story we can’t tell,” Beau said glumly.

“So?” Aurora snapped, taking another hit. One thing she could say about this world was that it had excellent weed. “We can make up some sort of bullshit excuse, pay whatever settlement the lawyers agree on, and go on making music. It’s not like we don’t have money. And if it’s astronomical, Silas would float us another loan. He’s rich as fuck, and knows we’re good for it.”

Beau made a noncommittal sound. “But what about when we have to come back here? Xochitl has responsibilities as a ruler, there’s the Prophecy saying we have to prepare for a war, and the people here like our music. Remember when the Kanuri ambassadors came to hear you play?” Beau finished a braid and started the next.

Aurora blew out a puff of smoke and nodded. They had been Black like her, and their priestess had borne an eerie resemblance to her grandmother, who was an honest to goodness voodoo priestess. The Kanuri priestess had examined her palms, her hair, and even smelled her before declaring her to be of their blood. And their response to her drumming had verged on rapture. “They wanted me to go live with them, which would have been interesting, except they wanted me to marry one of their shamans. I’m not interested in marriage at the moment, much less a marriage where I have to learn a whole new culture and language. Although it is cool that the women are in charge in their country.” She passed Beau the smoldering stump of a joint and continued pouring out her concerns, which writhed inside her, more restless every day. “Xochitl wants to go home too. She says she has a feeling, and I don’t think we should ignore it like we did when she was acting weird before Halloween. We know how that went.”

“You might have a point.”

“Mmm-hmmm.” She did, and she pressed it. “Besides, who says we have to deal with things in Seattle right away? Whenever Xochitl asks Zareth to teach her how to create a portal, she talks about Coeur d’Alene. About Silas and Akasha, about my folks, about your mom.”

“Pssh.” Beau flicked the roach onto the grass and ground it out with his boot. “Mom and I barely talked before all this. But I do miss Silas and Akasha. Razvan too. He’s hot.”

They heard Xochitl yell, “I’m doing it!” Her great black wings carried her upward, coasting on an air current, but then she flapped awkwardly like a baby bird and dropped like a rock onto the grass, right next to the edge of Zareth’s nightmare forest.

They all flinched at the solid thud.

Xochitl groaned as her mother rushed to her side. Aurora would have gone to help too, if her friend hadn’t landed so close to the forest. Whenever Aurora went near it, ghosts poured from the trees and flocked around her. And only her. They didn’t bug the others.

Xochitl scrambled to her feet, closed her eyes, and took a few deep breaths before the wings melted into her back. “Fuck this, I’m done for the night.”

Aurora and Beau watched her slink off with her mom at her tail. The moment they passed from view, Beau met her gaze, and they burst into maniacal laughter.

“Oh hell,” Aurora said, wiping tears from her eyes. “I know we’re assholes for laughing at her fall, but that just looked too damned funny.”

“She would have laughed too,” Beau countered. “And anyway, we can blame it on the weed.”

Still, under unspoken agreement, they remained out on the grass even as the sky grew darker and the light from the tower windows wasn’t enough to help Beau with his braiding job. Just in case their friend heard them laughing at her fall.

The door behind them opened and Sylvis, their lead guitarist, emerged, shaking her head. “Even though you’re outside, it still smells like you guys sacrificed a skunk.”

“Yeah. Zareth has good shit,” Aurora said agreeably. Sylvis was usually the straight arrow of the four of them, but when that girl decided to let loose, she blew them all out of the water. Aurora would never forget that time Sylvis shocked them all by dancing naked in the rain after they did a show in Thailand. They’d been lucky no one was around with a camera.

“Hey,” Sylvis interrupted the memory, running a hand through her blue hair, which had begun to grow out and show her brown roots. “Do you think it’s about time we asked Zareth if we could go home?”

Before Aurora could answer, the unmistakable roar of Xochitl’s Datsun tore the peaceful night air.

“Xochitl!” Zareth’s shout echoed through the obsidian walls of the tower.

Sylvis, Aurora, and Beau ran across the grass around the tower to see the blue Datsun burn rubber down the cobblestone courtyard. Suddenly, a purple-tinged white oval of light appeared in front of the car and grew into a gaping mouth that swallowed the car whole.

Aurora didn’t think. She ran to the portal and dove in. A flash of bright violet light blinded her as gravity disappeared. She tried to shuffle back, but she didn’t know which way was back, or up, or down. But it was too late for that anyway.
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“Genius,” Beau whispered.

“What?” Sylvis blinked at him. “She freaking ditched us! And Aurora just vanished with her.”

He grinned. “She figured out how to do the whole portal thing by herself after all. She’ll probably come back for us. Though I wish she would have told us in the first place and took us with her.”

Sylvis frowned. “She didn’t exactly keep it secret that she was trying. Maybe she didn’t expect this attempt to work. Or maybe she didn’t have the power to take all of us.” She remembered Xochitl at first holding crystals up to the sky, eyes squeezed shut in concentration, and then her Kamikaze drives through the courtyard in her car. Another realization struck her. “If she doesn’t have the power to bring us through, Zareth does. And he will go after her.”

In tandem, they dashed back to the tower and barreled through the corridors and into the solar, where Zareth was talking with Kerainne.

“Why did she do it?” he asked Xochitl’s mom. “I told her not to try to create a portal without me.”

Beau laughed dryly. “You can’t tell Xochitl not to do something. That only makes her want to do it more. She has no respect for authority for authority’s sake. I thought you knew that.”

Kerainne nodded. “She’s always been that way.”

Zareth shot them both a glare, though the helplessness in his eyes destroyed its bite. “But she needs more training and to recover her strength. And you two and Aurora need more training as well.”

Sylvis sighed. Although learning to bring out her magic had been incredible, they had other important things to worry about. “Look, I know she’s your apprentice and all, but she’s also your wife. She’s been wanting to go home. We’ve all been wanting to go home. Our families, our fans, and our record company are wondering where the hell we are. If you’d thought more about her feelings instead of obsessing over her learning to control her magic, she wouldn’t have ditched us all like that…and inadvertently endangered Aurora.” Worry knotted her gut. What if ’Ror got trapped between worlds? Or worse, was dumped in New Jersey?

Zareth’s fists clenched at his sides, lightning dancing over his knuckles. Sylvis crossed her arms over her chest and raised a brow. She knew what he was doing. He was trying to scare her so his hydra could feed. Well, he’d have to gain power from the bodiless demon inside him some other way. After a long stare-down, his shoulders slumped. “You’re right. I’ve been too focused on guiding her magic, along with finding the power within you three. I want us to be ready when the war comes, but I shouldn’t have treated your obligations on Earth with such disregard… again.”

She gaped at him for a moment. A man was admitting he was wrong?

Beau voiced her thoughts. “Maybe there’s hope for you after all.”

She knew Zareth loved Xochitl with an intensity that took her breath away but damn, he could be bossy and overprotective. “You’ll have to tell her that. I assume you’re going after her?”

He nodded. “That’s assuming she directed the portal to take her back to Seattle rather than stranding her in some desert.”

“I’m certain she and Aurora went back to Coeur d’Alene,” Kerainne said.

The sorcerer frowned down at her. “Why not their home in Seattle?”

“Because they grew up in Coeur d’Alene, for one thing,” Kerainne said calmly. “For another, a mother knows.”

Zareth’s jaw tightened. “Very well, I’ll go there first. I’ve seen the place enough in her dreams that I know I can find it. You two stay with Artavian and the cats. When I bring them back, we can prepare for a longer journey to Earth.”

“Fuck that,” Beau growled. “We’re coming too.”

“I’ll stay,” Kerainne said. “With you gone, I’m the only one who can pass through the nightmare forest. You don’t want to leave Artavian alone without supplies. Besides, I’m supposed to be dead on Earth. But I’ll send a message to Delgarias, so he can bring me there if I’m needed.”

The sorcerer’s brows drew together. “It could take hours to gather the necessary items and build the magic to get the three of us through. That will cost time in finding her in that city.”

“That’s fine,” Sylvis said over her shoulder, already heading up the stairs to pack. “I know where she’ll be. Aurora too.”

 


 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

Xochitl’s Datsun passed through the portal with a roar. Then it sputtered and died.

“Shit!” she grumbled and popped the hood before hauling herself out of the vehicle. “What’s wrong, Sweetie?”

When she lifted the hood, she smacked herself on the forehead. “Duh.”

The car had been altered in Aisthanesthai to run on magic, not gas. She needed to hook the fuel hoses back up, fill the tank, and prime the carburetor. Akasha could help her with that. But how much farther did she have to go to get to Akasha’s and Silas’s house?

Taking a deep breath, she looked around. She’d come out on Government Way, somewhere between the Old Courthouse and the cemetery where her mom had been buried…well, her mom’s shell anyway. Xochitl closed her eyes in mingled grief at the memory of those sad years…and then the joy that Mom had returned to her. But now wasn’t the time to fall back into that mind-fuck. She needed to get her broken-down car out of the road and find a ride to her friends’ house. The urge to see Akasha and Silas bit at her like a horde of ants. She wished she knew what had spurred this compulsion. Was it the Prophecy, or were Silas and ’Kash in danger?

She needed to get to them.

After checking the street for traffic, she conjured an obscuring haze around her and Little Beast before shrinking her car to the size of a Hot Wheels collectible. When she put her car in her pocket, a wave of dizziness made her head spin. Damn it, why did using magic have to exhaust her so much?

Well, she couldn’t rest on the side of the road. The Laker’s Tavern was only a few blocks down. She could sit down and have a hard cider there while waiting for a cab.

The idea appealed to her parched throat. As she walked, the summer night breeze riffled through her hair, bringing with it the smell of flowers, mown grass, and cool mountain and lake air. A wave of nostalgia turned her legs to rubber. Oh, how she’d missed Coeur d’Alene and her many fun nights running through the town with her friends, dodging security at the resort, jumping in the lakes, fishing, and tripping on mushrooms in the woods between bouts of morel hunting and picking huckleberries. Huckleberry season would start in a few weeks. Maybe Akasha would want to go with her. Silas never came along, claiming to be too busy, but Xochitl figured he was just too much of a stuffy businessman to be hiking in the mountains and getting his fingers purple.

Maybe Xochitl would tease him about it when she got to their house.

The bar, Lakers, was just as she remembered it, dark, hazy with cigarette smoke, and filled with old-timey tin signs, vintage paintings, and some sports knick-knacks. An eclectic collection of people sat at the old wooden bar and worn tables, some grizzled retirees, a few white-collar suits, and a passel of college kids. Although it wasn’t quite the haven that the Powder River was, Xochitl always liked Lakers. The people were a little more irreverent, and unlike the Powder, they served hard alcohol here. Come to think of it, a Red Bull Vodka might be better for restoring her flagged energy.

The bartender served her the drink, all the while maintaining a conversation about the upcoming Art on the Green festival with an older lady nursing a rum and coke. Xochitl nodded in comprehension at their hostile tones. The festival was meant to showcase local arts and crafts, but really featured many rich out-of-staters due to the high cost of a booth. And though the idea of gathering at the park to look at paintings, jewelry, and sculptures, all while listening to live music sounded lovely, it was a nuisance for those who lived downtown. Many streets would be blocked off, making it hard for residents to even leave their own homes to go to work. It was the second most bothersome event in Coeur d’Alene. The worst was the Iron Man triathlon, which pretty much shut down all of downtown.

As Xochitl sipped her drink and commiserated with the locals about these annual disruptions, she realized that if Art on the Green was coming, that meant she’d missed Car d’Lane, the car show that she and Akasha lived for every summer. Sure, that one was also a disruption, but hello? Muscle cars. She loved following Akasha’s Roadrunner in her Datsun, not caring that the throngs of people watching the cruise cheered ’Kash’s car and jeered Xochitl’s car as not a real classic because it was foreign. Xochitl had enough pride for her Little Beast and knew she deserved to be in the show.

The memories made her reach in her pocket and grasp her shrunken car. She’d meant to stop when the portal opened. She’d only wanted to be sure that she could make one before she took her friends with her. But Zareth had goaded her again, with his patronizing declaration that she couldn’t do it. A twinge of hurt squeezed her heart. Why didn’t he ever give her the benefit of the doubt and believe in her?

Xochitl drank down the dregs of the drink, mostly melted ice infused with cheap vodka. She ordered another one, asking for a little more Red Bull this time. The bartender raised a brow, perplexed at someone ordering a weaker drink. Then his eyes narrowed, and she tensed. Oh shit, did he recognize her? The band’s disappearance had probably been all over the news, especially here since they were born and raised in Coeur d’Alene. She only relaxed when the man handed her the drink, took her money, and went back to his conversation with the regulars.

Yup, they’d have to come up with some excuse of where they’d been. And deal with the aftermath. They’d missed the tour they were supposed to start in February, along with other appearances on the calendar. And their house…had the bank taken it after not getting payments for six months? Aurora would know. Frustration and shame curled in her belly. She’d promised never to ditch them again without an explanation, and yet here she was. Hopefully, Zareth would bring them with him when he came after her. Then she could apologize.

That at least was a comforting thought. Because Zareth would come for her, and then she could show him her old stomping grounds, and they could work out this latest argument.

A prickling sensation on the back of her neck chased away the warmth of optimism. Slowly, she turned to see a group of college kids in the booth by the jukebox, staring at her. Two of them held up their phones, taking pictures.

Shit. Someone had recognized her even without the purple streaks. She wasn’t ready to face the public. Not without her friends beside her. Grasping her drink, she slid off her barstool and made her way to the old payphone near the glass case of dart equipment, somewhat surprised that it was still there. She needed to call a cab and get to Akasha’s and Silas’s house. They’d keep her hidden from the world until Zareth came. Once her ride was managed, she took her drink and moved to a shadowy booth between the pool table and one of the dartboards.

But it didn’t seem to do any good. A guy chalking up his pool cue gave her a double-take. Xochitl downed the rest of her drink and headed out the rear exit.

The world tilted a moment, chiding her for drinking too much too fast.

She stumbled out the back door into the alley. Maybe the Red Bull and vodka hadn’t been such a good idea. The cab would be out front any minute. Xochitl crept along the side of the building, cursing as she barked her shin on a crate.

A whooshing sound flooded her ears a second before the shadow of a man appeared in front of her. No human could move that fast.

“Zareth?” she asked as the man seized her in a firm but gentle grip.

At that moment, she knew it wasn’t her husband holding her. But he smelled familiar. Xochitl struggled as neon green eyes captured her gaze. A dreamy somnolence enveloped her. Her eyelids thudded closed, and a sharp sensation erupted in her neck. But that didn’t hurt nearly as badly as the explosion in her back as her wings burst from her flesh before she blacked out.

She didn’t know how long she’d been under before her consciousness struggled to the surface. The man’s teeth withdrew from her neck, and the beam of headlights from a passing car illuminated his face.

Xochitl gasped as she recognized him. “Silas?”

The man’s jaw dropped, revealing sharp fangs. “Xochitl? What are you doing here?”

“Holy shit,” she blurted as all her childish speculations about him crashed into reality. “You really were a vampire this whole time!”

His mouth moved as if to say something, but then his brows drew together with stern resignation, and his green eyes glowed once more. “Sleep,” he whispered.

Xochitl gathered her magic to fight his will, but the compulsion was too strong.

She dropped like a rock into his arms.
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Soft grass cushioned Aurora’s fall. She struggled to sit up, but her head spun from passing through the portal. Closing her eyes, she counted to ten. When the dizziness passed, she sat up and looked around. Xochitl’s car was nowhere to be seen, but the light from the moon and lamp posts made her realize that she knew where she was, the Fort Sherman Park. The wooden fencing and little playground brought back memories of climbing the fort and going down the slide at night with her friends when there were no kids around to point out that they were too big for that. No one was too old for a slide.

She peered around and saw no sign of Xochitl or her Datsun. Had it gone off toward the lake or to the parking lot? She didn’t see any tire marks on the grass. Maybe she’d dropped from the portal in a different part of town since she and Xochitl weren’t connected when she jumped in after her. Hell, she didn’t even know if Xochitl had seen her running behind the Datsun.

Aurora scrambled to her feet and stretched, groaning as her back popped. At least she knew where Xoch’ would go. With no family here, Silas and Akasha were all Xochitl had. Well, she could possibly go to Sylvis’s parents’ place or even to Aurora’s family, but that was doubtful. No one tolerated Xochitl’s weirdness more than Silas and ’Kash. That’s why they all had practically lived with Silas and Akasha until the band moved to Seattle.

Music and laughter from a distance reached her ears. Aurora turned around and saw a glimpse of light from the beach ahead. Was there some sort of party going on over there? She perked up. Maybe someone had a phone she could use. Hopefully, Akasha hadn’t changed her number in the last six months.

As Aurora crossed the park and came to the sidewalk and short concrete wall that separated the park from the beach, she had to do a double-take. Instead of bikinis, shorts, and tank tops, the people on the sand were decked out in tuxedos and fancy gowns. Tables were set out on the edges with fancy glasses and plates with slices of a big white cake. Now it made sense. This was a wedding party. She wondered if they’d needed a permit or if you could just head out to the beach and do it. Maybe that was why it was going on at night, so they didn’t have sunbathers and kids and swimmers in their way.

Oh well. Someone would have a phone. And maybe they’d let her have a piece of cake and a glass of champagne. The munchies and cottonmouth were kicking in from that doobie she’d smoked with Beau. She hefted her leg over the short concrete barrier and hopped onto the sand. As she neared the party, a man split off from the group and approached her.

Aurora sucked in a breath as he passed under the lights strung up around the area. He wore a tailored suit that clearly did not come off the rack and hugged a fit frame that she knew would be a work of art beneath the cloth. His hair was almost shoulder-length, black and wavy, framing a face that could have been stamped on a Roman coin. Eyes the color of coffee bored into hers.

When he spoke, her knees went weak at the rich timbre of his voice. “What brings you out to the beach at this hour?”

“I…um…” Aurora swallowed, trying to find sensible words. Not only was it impossible to say that she’d been dumped in the park by a portal, but it was also hard to speak to a man as luscious as this. And then came the old wariness as she remembered where she was. A town that was ninety-eight percent white…a town where at least twenty percent of those people hated her race. She peered back up at him, looking for that telltale gleam of scorn or disgust at seeing a Black person. All she saw was mild curiosity and something else that made heat flood her belly. He wasn’t exactly checking her out, but there was some sort of interest there. She recovered her voice. “Um, you didn’t happen to see a blue Datsun station wagon come by here, have you?”

His inky black brows drew together at the odd question. “No. I haven’t seen a Datsun wagon in years. A few Zs and pickups, though, but not tonight.” He had a trace of an accent that she couldn’t quite place. Somewhere back East, definitely. The hot guy stepped a bit closer, his features growing even more gorgeous as he came more into view. “Are you all right? You look a little disoriented.”

She nodded in agreement. “I suppose I am. Would you happen to have a phone? I need to call a friend and see if they can pick me up.”

“Not on me, I’m afraid. It ruins the lines.” He smoothed his hands down his suit.

“And what fine lines they are,” she blurted. Heat rushed to her cheeks. “I’m so sorry. I couldn’t help myself.”

He chuckled, a low, velvety sound that should be rated for mature audiences only. “Forget about it. I am flattered.”

Another wave of dizziness made her knees buckle for a second. Clearly, interdimensional travel and being high didn’t mix.

The man grasped her shoulder with a firm but gentle hand. “Hey, are you okay?”

She nodded. “Yeah, just had a dizzy spell. I forgot to have dinner.” No way was she revealing to this classy, hunk of sexy that she was kinda baked. Not to mention the whole dropping through a portal into the park.

“Well, why don’t you sit down for a moment, and I’ll bring you some cake. Would you like some champagne as well?”

“That would be wonderful.” Her mouth felt like Death Valley. “And could you…” she trailed off as he jogged back to the party before she could ask him to see if someone had a phone she could use. Everyone here probably had seven-hundred-dollar iPhones. Gone were the days of the cheap but sturdy Nokias.

Mr. Hottie McHotstuff returned with a large slice of cake and a delicate flute of champagne. Aurora thanked him and had to use every bit of her will to not gorge the cake like a stoner. But damn, that was good cake, white and fluffy, with custard filling and cream cheese frosting. Even then, she was subconscious of every crumb that stuck to her lips.

“Are you feeling better?” The man took the plate and handed her the champagne, which she tried to sip as ladylike as possible when she was more accustomed to chugging beers and downing shots.

“Much better, thanks.” Aurora looked back at the party that was about thirty feet off. The people were laughing and talking and only casting her occasional curious glances. “So, is this a private party?”

He nodded. “A double wedding. I do not want to offend, but I’d rather not interrupt it.”

“Don’t worry, I understand,” she quickly assured him. “My mom is a dragon when it comes to outsiders at family gatherings. My brother wasn’t even allowed to bring girlfriends over until Mom was absolutely certain things were serious.” A lump in her throat formed as she realized just how much she missed her family. She took a sip of champagne and closed her eyes, savoring the taste. This was definitely a top-shelf brand. “I should probably head over to the resort and find a phone. My friends are wondering where I am.”

“I have one in my car,” the man said with a tempting half-smile. “We could head there, and you could use it.”

She shook her head. “I know better than to get in a car with a stranger.”

“My name’s Tony.” His smile radiated warmth as he extended his hand. “Now, we’re not strangers.” His eyes narrowed as he peered at her with an intensity that made her shiver despite the warm summer night air. “In fact, I’m not sure we are strangers. I swear I’ve seen you before.”

He probably had seen her on TV or in the papers. The news would have run stories on her band’s disappearance. But he clearly wasn’t a metalhead, or he would have recognized her immediately. And she wasn’t about to tell him she was a missing person. Not before she was reunited with her friends, and they announced their return together.

“I’m Aurora,” she replied and shook his hand. His grasp was warm and vibrated with barely suppressed strength. “And I know we’ve never met. You don’t seem like the kind of man I’d easily forget.” She instilled a flirtatious tone that sounded unfamiliar to her. Damn, why did this man have to affect her so intently? He seemed to be everything a girl could dream of. Handsome, kind, and wealthy. But now was not the time for her to try dating again. Not with all that crazy prophecy stuff going on and her career on the line.

That rich and sinful laugh once more emerged from Tony’s lips. “Again, such charming words. Are you a writer?”

She smirked. “Sometimes.” She wrote the lyrics to at least half the songs on every Rage of Angels album.

He looked back at the wedding party and then back at her. “I hate to insult this lovely gathering, but you are far more interesting company. I don’t suppose you’d want to go for a walk with me during your quest for a phone? And again, my offer still stands to use mine.” He pointed at a sleek black sports car in the parking lot under the streetlight. “As you can see, it’s near the street and in the light, so you’re perfectly safe. Or, we can go to the resort and have a drink, and maybe some dinner, since you mentioned that you missed it. I would very much enjoy getting to know you better.” The heat in his eyes promised that if he had things his way, they’d do more than talk.

Damn, a drink sounded nice. A drink and a few minutes not worrying about the chaos of her life. Not to mention the prospect of fun naked times with what was possibly the hottest man she’d ever seen. But she needed to find Xochitl and… You know what? Xochitl had her car. She was probably at Akasha and Silas’s place by now. Who said Aurora couldn’t relax and have a drink with a hot guy for a few minutes? A few minutes of blissful normality after months of weirdness. Then she could just call Akasha, and they’d pick her up. Or, if she decided to take Tony up on his unspoken offer, he could just give her a ride.

“Well,” she began.

“Aurora!” Beau shouted from beneath one of the huge pines in the park. Sylvis stood beside him, eyeing the wedding party quizzically.

Her eyes widened. Zareth must have brought them over. She glanced back at Tony. “I have to go. My friends found me.”

Tony inclined his head in an old-fashioned way. “While I’m glad that your situation has been resolved, I do regret that our talk has been cut short.”

“Me too.” She grinned and lifted herself up on her toes and kissed him on the cheek. He smelled like an entrancing combination of vanilla beans and expensive, old-fashioned tobacco. For a moment, she was tempted to wrap herself around him and explore him further.

She turned and hefted herself over the concrete barrier and jogged back to the park before she could gauge his reaction to her stolen kiss. Though it didn’t really matter one way or another. She’d never see him again.
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Silas McNaught, Lord Vampire of Coeur d’Alene, shook his head in wonder. Xochitl Leonine, lead singer of the infamous metal band Rage on Angels. His wife’s best friend. And most importantly, the Queen named in the Prophecy, who would lead vampires into battle against their creator, had returned to Earth at last.

He didn’t know what he’d expected, whether for Xochitl and the band to reappear in the world with great fanfare or a discreet phone call from their home in Seattle. But he certainly hadn’t expected to find her in the alley behind the Laker’s Tavern, mistake her for a drunk mortal, and feed on her until wings burst from her back before they recognized each other.

Now, this was a new development. The feathers brushed against Silas’s fingers, feeling impossibly delicate and far too real. A wave of dizziness threatened to topple him where he stood as he carefully lifted her so as not to damage those wings. Closing his eyes, Silas remembered the night Delgarias had shown him his memory of Xochitl’s mother the night Mephistopheles had raped her and destroyed her home. She’d had wings as well. He shouldn’t be surprised that Xochitl had them too, and yet, the sight of the black, silver-gilt feathers made his heart thud against his ribs.

No matter, he needed to get them out of sight before a human saw them. With preternatural speed, he ran to his car and deposited Xochitl in the backseat. There was no way he could return to Razvan and Radu’s wedding reception now. He was only supposed to be gone to feed. Still, Razvan and Akasha needed an explanation for his continued absence. Hell, he needed them to meet him as soon as possible to find out what Xochitl’s reappearance meant. And where Aurora, Sylvis, and Beau had gone.

Digging his phone from his pocket, he called Razvan.

The Lord Vampire of Spokane answered with a sardonic laugh. “What is taking you so long? Everyone is awaiting you.”

Silas pinched the bridge of his nose, hating to disrupt the happy groom. “I accidentally bit Xochitl in an alley, and she sprouted wings. I’m taking her home.”

“My God!” Razvan gasped. “We’re on our way.”

Silas ended the call and drove as fast as was legal to his home. Built to look like a castle on the outside, Xochitl and her friends had loved the place and spent every moment possible under his roof. Which was a good thing because Delgarias, the Thirteenth Elder, had commanded Silas to guard the band throughout their adolescence. Taking every precaution to ensure their safety, Silas had Marked all four of them.

He nearly slammed on his brakes as a thought occurred. Why hadn’t he sensed Xochitl’s Mark? Hell, why hadn’t he sensed her inhuman power, which used to thrum through his skull like a low-frequency radio signal?

When his car left the hectic, tourist-congested streets of downtown and headed up 15th Street, Silas risked taking his eyes off the road to concentrate and try to detect the Mark. As far as he knew, when a vampire Marked a mortal, it could not be undone.

Sure enough, he sensed his Mark, faint and under a shield that was damn near imperceptible. Someone had taught her to shield. Silas also felt an electric sort of power that she didn’t possess before. It jolted through the flickers of the fire she wielded from within.

What was this? He didn’t have time to ponder it as a deer leaped in front of his car, making him swerve and nearly miss his turn on Cherry Hill.

Silas cursed and caught his breath. Akasha would be heartbroken if his 1968 Barracuda was damaged in any way. A nostalgic smile curved his lips. Xochitl had named his car “Black Sunshine,” innocently oblivious to the irony.

His smile faded. Xochitl knew now that sunshine would kill him. Yet she hadn’t seemed afraid, just surprised and somehow jubilant. You really are a vampire, she’d said. So, she had suspected it before.

God, he hoped his biting her wouldn’t put a damper on their friendship. But her blood sang in his veins, inhuman, magic, and all too stimulating. Silas felt like he could shatter cliffsides if he were so inclined. He wondered if the effect would be permanent.

At last, he reached his home at the top of the hill. He left the wrought iron gate open, hoping Razvan, Jayden, Akasha, and hopefully, Delgarias wouldn’t be too far behind.

He parked his Barracuda in the five-car garage, wincing slightly as the odor of some sort of solvent made his eyes water. Even though his wife had her own shop, she always seemed to bring some of her projects home. Shaking his head, Silas hauled Xochitl’s unconscious form out of the back seat, taking care with her wings. Gently, he carried her up to Akasha’s old bedroom and laid her on the bed. He’d awaken her when the others arrived.

Thankfully, his wife and the rest weren’t far behind. Akasha burst through the front door with their baby, Kiara, in her arms.

Razvan and Jayden, resplendent in their wedding garb, walked in next and closed the door behind them. Silas wondered if Radu, Razvan’s twin, and Lillian, his new wife, would be coming as well, or if they’d departed for their honeymoon.

“Where is she?” Akasha’s amethyst eyes were wide with hope and joy.

“Upstairs, in your old bedroom.” Silas smiled. When Xochitl and the band had vanished last December, his wife had fallen into a deep depression because they had been her only friends. Despite the disruption and confusion of Xochitl’s appearance, he was glad to see Akasha happy at last. However, he had to dampen her glee. He coughed and shuffled on his feet. “I accidentally fed on her.”

Razvan and Jayden gasped, and Akasha’s eyes narrowed as she shifted the baby to her other hip. “What do you mean, ‘accidentally?’”

Silas hung his head. “She was shielding, so I mistook her for a drunken mortal when she stumbled out of Lakers. If I’d known it was her, I never would have bitten her.” He took a deep breath and told the rest. “When I bit her, she sprouted wings.”

“Wings?” Jayden said faintly. Silas remembered that Xochitl’s alien power had overwhelmed the clairvoyant, making Jaden afraid of her.
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