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“Just stay one more night.” I leaned over Adrius, his body stretched across the leather couch in my den. My hands tangled in his shirt, pulling him to me. “So...” I said my voice raspy. I kissed his nose then pulled back to look into his eyes. “Will you?”

The last rays of light from the setting sun slid down his body, a final caress of warmth before the cold of night. Hunting and being hunted had left a permanent chill on my soul. Adrius and I had returned to the sanctuary of my empty house, after another unsuccessful day spent trying to find Camilla, my great aunt. She’d disappeared without a trace while I was in another world. In his world. The Nevermore.

It’s not that Camilla and I were close, quite the opposite. But she was my grandmother’s only sister, and I owed it to her if nothing else to find out the truth. “Family is family, above all else,” Gran used to say. Mine had been shrouded in secrecy for so long, we’d lost sight of what was real, and what wasn’t. 

Adrius hooked his finger inside the waist of my jeans, then slid it toward the button. “Such a tempting invitation.” His mouth quirked into a dangerous smile. 

My heart raced and then faltered. I held my breath. Sinking next to him onto the couch, I placed my hand on his chest, feeling the rapid rise and fall.

He slipped his arms around my waist and I shivered at the touch of his fingers splayed across my back. 

I had no idea my life could be like this, before meeting him. That it could change so dramatically that nothing of what I used to know or believe would remain intact. I was completely and utterly changed by what we went through. Being here now with him, like this, was more than I’d ever dreamed possible a few weeks ago, when he’d returned to my world to end my life. 

Since then we’ve been here, in the safety of my world, pretending everything is normal. But two weeks of normal isn’t nearly enough. It was coming to an end. I could feel it. The people I loved kept leaving me. Tonight I was overcome with the need to not let go. If we could stay right here forever, exactly like this, entwined and alone, I would.

I lowered my head, until the only thing between us was heat. My tummy tightened as our lips touched. Something clicked. From the corner of my eye I caught movement as a shadow loomed over us. 

“Mom.” I sprang upright. “Wh-what are you doing here?” Breathlessly I fumbled to tuck my shirt back into my jeans. “You’re early.” 

Adrius sat up straight. 

She leveled her gaze, arms folded across her chest. “I’d say I arrived just in time,” she said.

It was Adrius who recovered first, ever in control of his emotions. He extended his hand. “Mrs. Alundra. I’ve heard so much about you. My name is Adrius Thanduir, I’m...”

“Oh I know exactly who you are,” she snapped, sizing him up with a scowl. “What I would like to know is what you’re doing here, in my house, with your hands all over my daughter.” 

Hastily smoothing the back of my hair, I tried to explain. “Mom, Adrius and I are...I mean we’re...he’s my...”

“Boyfriend,” Adrius finished, with a quick side-glance in my direction. 

I smiled. Even in the midst of a hideously awkward situation it sounded good. My boyfriend. I had a boyfriend. It seemed so... normal. Ironic, considering he was anything but. 

I cleared my throat. “Why didn’t you tell me you were being discharged from hospital early? I would have picked you up at the airport.” My voice quivered slightly, but I don’t think she noticed. Her attention was fully locked on the immortal boy in her living room.

She stared Adrius down a while longer, before tossing her overnight bag onto the side table. Then she smiled one of her infamous smiles she saved for members of the press she particularly hated. “Go upstairs, Lorelei. I’d like to have a little chat with your friend here.” 

“Mom, it’s not a big deal, we were just—” 

“Go upstairs, Lorelei.” 

“Okay, look, anything you want to say to Adrius you’ll have to say to me too. I told you we...” 

Adrius put his hand on my shoulder. “It’s fine, Lorelei,” he replied calmly. “You should listen to your mother. You don’t want to make things difficult on her first day home.” 

I made a face but left with an exasperated sigh. It was useless to argue, and I didn’t want to fight with her, not after she’d just been released from hospital. She seemed the picture of perfect health, but I had to remind myself that she’d been close to death’s door not long ago, until I’d managed to save her. 

Dragging my feet into the hall, I turned to mouth “Sorry” to Adrius. 

His only reply was the slight quirk of the corner of his mouth and a quick nod in my direction before my mother shut the door. It was like I was five all over again. I wasn’t thrilled at being sent to my room then, either, especially with Zanthiel, my dark faerie of music, making frequent visits. I hadn’t seen him since the night he’d brought me home from Mythlandria, against my will. 

It had been just Mom and me for a long time now, ever since my father disappeared and was declared dead. Another untruth I discovered, as he’s apparently alive somewhere, ruling the Shadow Court of the Faery Islands. The darkest part of the Faery realm. My mother and I hadn’t always seen eye to eye since then. Mostly because I’d been raised by my grandmother while Mom went on tour. But coming so close to losing her again... it changed all of that. Gran was gone, and now even Camilla had disappeared. My mother was all the family I had left and I needed her now more than ever. 

I glanced back down the stairs. Although I may have been changed by what I went through, my mother had not. Which is exactly what worried me. Poor Adrius. What was she saying to him?

I darted to my dresser. The inner eye necklace, the charm given to me in the realm of Mythlandria, held special powers, granting the wearer the ability to eavesdrop on any internal conversation within a few hundred yards. Magic wasn’t supposed to work in my world, but it was worth a shot. Finding the necklace hanging from my mirror, I slipped it over my head. Then I stood at the top of the stairs and listened. 

I didn’t need the necklace. Mom was hollering so loudly the neighbors probably heard her. 

“Lorelei is my daughter, do you understand me? Mine. So you can take this message back to your elven clan. I have no intention of letting her go with you. Or him. Not with any of you ever again. So do yourself a favor and stay away from her.” 

Adrius responded in his calm velvety voice. “Mrs. Alundra. I have no intention of bringing her back to my world, I promise you. My only desire is to keep her safe, from anyone trying to hurt her.” 

She raised her voice louder. “Are you trying to deny that they are coming for her? I know all about your kind and your prophecy. You will lead them straight to her, if you stay here. I won’t lose any more of my children.” 

I couldn’t take it anymore, I felt awful for him, having to endure all of this because of me. I raced down the steps, threw open the door to the study and stormed into the room. 

“Mom, stop. Just stop. You’re being unreasonable.”

“It’s not unreasonable for me to keep my daughter safe.” She was pacing like a caged animal.

“Adrius is the reason I survived in the Nevermore. If you would just listen for a change, you’d realize he’s a great guy and he’s telling you the truth. No one is after me.” 

She looked at me with wide, incredulous eyes and narrowed them, pursed her lips. “Guy. A great guy. He’s not a guy, Lorelei. He’s one of them. Which makes him a threat.”

I stiffened and moved to his side. “I know exactly what he is, Mother. Just like I know what you are.” 

She shrank back a step.

“And what I am. I’ve seen much more than you can ever imagine. And if there’s one thing I’ve learned it’s that there’s good and evil in everyone. It’s not fair to judge a person by their family. In some places, it’s a good way to get yourself killed.” 

My mother’s gaze swung from me to Adrius and back, taking in the protective hold I had on his arm. 

She sighed heavily, and for a moment looked tired and worn out. Despite her immaculate appearance, I had to remind myself she’d nearly died. 

And although Adrius didn’t know it, I had every intention of returning to his world to find my father.

“Let’s not argue, Mom. I’ll be fine, Adrius is not the enemy. And I don’t put much stock in prophecies. There’s nothing for you to worry about. Brigit left some soup in the fridge, Let me get you some.” 

She shook her head. “No. I’m not hungry.” 

I slipped my hand into Adrius’. 

“We’re going for a walk and maybe a bite at the café, unless you have any more unfounded accusations?” I raised my brows. 

She stared, her mouth slightly agape. Doubt-ridden eyes shifted from Adrius back to me. Finally, she acquiesced with a sullen nod. “Just be home by ten. It’s a school night.” She glared at Adrius.

I gave her a quick hug, noticing it felt slightly more natural now than before. “I’ll be home before ten,” I promised, and we left, shutting the door behind us. 

My mother had dealt with my freak-outs and epic scale tantrums for so long, I don’t think she knew what to do with the calmer, even-tempered, levelheaded daughter who confronted her tonight. She was never around much, on tour for months at a time, and challenging her authority became the norm when she was home. Though Gran would take my side, in most cases she’d won by playing the “I’m still your mother” card. Not this time. If her intention was to keep Adrius and me apart, it was a battle she would never win. Way scarier beings had already tried and failed. 

The cool evening air filled my lungs, and soothed the sting of anger I was still holding on to. I peered up at Adrius. A mix of regret and embarrassment stained my mood. “I am so sorry about all of that. She had no right...”

“Of course she did. She’s your mother,” he said quietly. “She wants to protect you.”

“I know, but she seriously went too far, shouting at you like that.”

“I can take it.” He brushed his hand across my cheek. “She wants to keep you safe. She doesn’t think I’m right for you. And I completely understand her feelings.” 

I pushed his hand away. “Well, it’s not up to her. I’ve made my decision. It’s a little too late for her to inject her warm and fuzzy maternal concern. I survived my entire childhood without it...so I certainly don’t need it now at eighteen.” I blew out a puff of frustration into the cool night air. 

“Anyway, I had to get out of there because there’s something I have to see.” I grabbed his hand and tugged him in another direction.

Winding down quiet dim streets, under the steady hum of the streetlights, we walked in easy silence. Finally he pulled back, causing me to slow my hurried pace.

“Where are we going, and what’s the rush?”

With every step I’d been walking faster and faster, as if trying to get somewhere before it was too late. “It’s Camilla. I can’t shake the feeling something has happened to her. I’ve been dialing that Peterson guy’s number for the past few days. No answer, no message... nothing. But if he knew my grandmother, then I don’t know, maybe we’ll find something at her house that will clue us in to where Camilla went.”

Gran’s house stood at the end of Main Street, the last house before the shore. She had a view of the beach from almost every window, and even though her cottage had been empty for years, it was still the place I felt most at home. Mom hadn’t wanted to sell after she died, even though she’s never set foot inside it since. It was one of the few things we agreed on. 

“One thing that I don’t get though: Why do you think she’s so sure someone is after me? I mean, your father wouldn’t risk sending his men here, would he?” 

Adrius shook his head. “It’s rare these days to encounter a being from the Nevermore in your world. I wouldn’t worry.” 

I glanced over at him, but his expression was nothing but worried.

Rounding the corner that led to her beachside cottage, I jogged up the fractured stone path leading to the porch, taking the narrow steps two at a time—and stopped dead. 

The screen door hung on a slant by one hinge, the mesh slashed to ribbons. The front door had been axed open and lights were on everywhere inside. I froze, unable to force myself to go any further. But Adrius stepped past me and entered, his keen senses searching for danger.

Even in the waning light, the concern straining his features was apparent. He pushed the remains of broken door open to step inside. 

“Someone from my world is already here.”
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Chapter Two
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Whoever had broken into my grandmother’s cottage left a trail of broken objects and emptied drawers leading to the back door. We paused in the tiny kitchen. A cardboard box sat on the table. It seemed strangely out of place, not just because it was the one thing left unopened in the house, but it was the only object not covered in a layer of dust. As though someone had left it there recently. 

Adrius opened it, his expression guarded. “It’s addressed to you,” he said, handing me a slip of paper. 

I flipped it over. For Lorelei. That was it. No indication of who it was from, or why they’d left it for me. Even the handwriting was unfamiliar. 

Peering over the flap of the box, I checked out the contents. My books, movies, odds and ends I’d left here years ago. 

My first instinct was to call the police. But then, what would I tell them exactly? Nothing even resembling the truth would work. And Mom would hate for something like this to get out. “This is beyond strange. Who could have left this here?”

“Maybe your mother packed it for you,” he said, looking around at the opened cupboards and drawers.

It was as unlikely an explanation as any other. Mom hated this house, and coming here only caused her pain. I couldn’t imagine she’d go to the lengths to assemble a box of things for me, after all these years. And it looked too new to have been left here for long. But then again, who else could have done it? “Someone was here, looking for something, and caused this mess.”

“And that someone may not have been human,” he said, picking up the weighted box with little effort. “I’ll put it in the car. We can look more thoroughly later.” After closing the flaps of the mystery box, he took it to the car. A breeze wafted in through the window, carrying the faint scent of roses. They hadn’t bloomed here in some time. I wandered out to the backyard gardens. Gran’s gardens used to be spectacular, blooming with an endless sea of color and scents and textures. Weeds had grown wild and choked out most of the life, leaving behind nothing but tall stalks of dead plants and decaying vines. A tug of guilt pulled at me. I should have kept the gardens up, done something to keep it alive. I fingered the dried stalk of a rose bush. A thorn bit my finger; I pulled back and popped it into my mouth.

The screen door opened and swung shut with a bang as Adrius came to join me outside. 

He slowed his pace to look around. I examined the tiny prick on my finger and frowned. Normally a tiny cut like this would have healed by now. I watched, only moderately disturbed by the tiny bead of blood that seeped from the all but invisible cut. My imagination went into worst-case-scenario mode, remembering the cocktail of dark magic swirling inside of me. The powers I’d absorbed when I killed the ice witch, Octăhvia were fueled by the dark energy Zanthiel had strengthened with his faerie kiss. Not my finest moment, but a necessary evil, as I’d learned most evils were.

Something caught my eye beyond the garden. I wandered out to the far side toward something I’d never seen before. 

The occasional chilled breeze disrupted the chill evening air. Waves slapped against the shore in the distance. My finger throbbed, but the cool night air helped relieve the sting. Propelled by something I couldn’t explain, I inched forward, side-stepping tangled brush and weaving through the waist-high grass. I’d never been this far into the garden, and it was especially eerie at night with the light diminishing the further I traveled from the house. I slowed then came to a dead stop.

“Adrius,” I called into the darkness behind me, “You have to come see this.” 

Rusty chains bound an iron gate in the far section of the garden. Beyond it was a section of the garden I’d never seen before, hidden behind a crumbling brick wall, overrun with weeds and vines. 

His footsteps arrived behind me, as quickly as if he’d been there all along. 

“I’ve never seen this before. How long has it been here?” I jangled the rusty lock, then wiped my hands on my jeans 

Adrius gave the lock a yank. It yielded and thudded obediently to the parched ground. The gate creaked open. I glanced at him, nodded and stepped inside. 

It was almost impossible to tell this had been a garden, except for the line of stakes and the almost visible path between each row of plants. Some were still alive, growing wildly out of control. Others had shriveled into kindle. And others still had almost overtaken the tiny enclosed space. 

Adrius moved to my side and surveyed the mess. “Why would your grandmother keep a separate garden?” 

I shrugged. Many of the labeled stakes were faded, but I could make out a few names... “Deadly Nightshade, Rosary Pea, Devil’s Porridge, White Baneberry, Monkshood.” Most of what was here I wasn’t familiar with. I only knew of the plants she used for healing, the ones that were commonly made into teas at the Lemon Balm and into various concoctions and tinctures in her office. But this garden was not a healing garden. 

“What are these plants?” I examined a branch with dried white berries with red dots that looked like eyes.

Adrius brushed a delicate looking flower with the tip of a stick. “Hemlock and Belladonna... all of these plants are poisonous. And many of them deadly.” 

I shot him a look. “Deadly? Why would Gran be growing deadly plants?” 

He just stared at me, his silence speaking volumes. 

“You don’t think... I mean, she wouldn’t...” I couldn’t even finish the thought, it was too ridiculous. My grandmother was the kindest, most well-meaning person I’d ever known. She was a healer, a trusted apothecary. There was no way she would ever grow plants with the intention of harming anyone. Impossible.

Adrius frowned. “She went to a lot of trouble to keep this section of the garden out of sight.”

“No. No way.” I shook my head.

“Lorelei.” He touched my arm. “It’s not uncommon for witches to use plants for many different purposes. Perhaps her remedies followed the old ways more than you realized.” 

I pursed my lips. It still bothered me to admit the dark part of my heritage. Not that my faerie heritage left any more to be desired. Quite frankly, I’d just as soon be Elfkind. At least that way I was free of all of the drama and darkness associated with both of the others. 

My bloodline didn’t matter. None of it changed who I was. Not now, not ever. I’d always be...me. But Gran? Using plants to poison people? Or worse...

“It’s late and getting dark. We should go.” Adrius held my hand and led me back toward the gate. “There’s no sense wandering any farther. We might run into something that will only cause problems, and I think you’ve discovered more than you planned already. Last thing I need is for you to be paralyzed by a Stinging Nettle plant.”

I looked up at him alarmed.

He smiled. “Heaven knows if there’s one in here, you’ll be the one to fall into it.” 

I elbowed him in the ribs. “You’re funny.” 

He was always so concerned for my safety. Almost as much as I was concerned for his. More, he would say. Silly really, considering I had the ability to heal rapidly and he was immortal. We were as close to superheroes as it came. And yet, when we were apart I felt supremely vulnerable. I followed him back toward the house. I would return to the garden in daylight.

As we were leaving I noticed a small animal curled in a ball, covered with dark fur. A cat. Dead. Surrounded by black berries from the deadly nightshade plant we’d just been talking about. Wow. Gran would not have been happy to see this, to know her plants cost an animal its life. I reached out to touch the dark fur. 

Adrius stopped my hand. “It’s better off, now.” He grabbed the shovel leaning against the gate and started digging deep into the earth. The rock hard ground gave way as effortlessly as the iron lock had.

I raised my eyebrows. “I think the cat would have been better off alive. Without having its last meal be a poisonous plant.”

“Guess that depends.” 

“On?” 

“How you define alive.” He paused in mid dig. “Trapped, alone, cold, unloved. Life without a loving family.... neglected...abused. I would not call that living.” 

I stared into his eyes as they darkened to a deep olive green before he looked away. “I guess you’re right,” I whispered, reaching up to touch the square of his cheek. I’d never seen him get so sentimental over an animal. But he wasn’t talking about the cat. Not really.

His jaw flexed and then relaxed. When he met my gaze his eyes softened and returned to their luminous glow that still swept me off my feet. He gave a half smile and continued to dig a deep grave for the cat. With it he buried at least some of the pain still haunting his life.

****
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MOONLIGHT BEAMED THROUGH scattered clouds, lit from behind in an eerie pale glow. It was the end of the weekend, and we were coming to the time we both knew would arrive. Adrius walked me to the door, and then stopped.

“Aren’t you coming in?” I slipped off my muddy shoes.

He shook his head. “Probably not the best idea, considering.”

No, it probably wasn’t. Mom might be recovering from her illness, but she was a formidable opponent in any condition, and another blowout was not what I wanted for our last night together. 

“I hate that you have to leave.” I pouted, snuggling into his shoulder. 

His arms around me could never be tight enough to squeeze away the pain twisting in my stomach. “I know. I hate it, too. But you know I’ll be back. I’ll always come back.” 

“Stay. Just.... Stay.” The second I said it I felt awful. What was I asking? I knew he couldn’t stay, that he needed to return to his world to stay alive in mind. 

Since the night of the dance we’d carefully stayed away from discussing our little predicament. We were still at a standoff. He couldn’t live in my world without magical aids to keep him alive, because of the toxic nature of our polluted air, and I couldn’t go back to his world, because of a bunch of angry beings trying to kill me. That left us here. He would have to return to his world and refuel, to come back to mine. How long the potions lasted depended upon how much stress he was under. Physical exertion, extreme emotions all used up the reserve more quickly. Then there was the issue of his still being tied to Venus, the daughter of the ice witch I killed. A curse had caused his forced fealty to her. Killing the witch was not only supposed to save Mythlandria from her destructive wrath, it was also supposed to free Adrius of the curse that bound him to the ice witch’s commands. Who knew there was a daughter who would take over the bonds, and that she was also his ex-girlfriend. 

Now she wants me dead in payment for killing her mother, and as a bonus, I’d be out of the way so she could get Adrius back in her life. That he could come here at all means the curse is weakening. I want his freedom, but at which price? Was I willing to kill for it? I’d have to end her life as well if I was going to destroy the bonds. And I wasn’t a killer. Even Octăhvia’s death was more of an accident than intended. I had no idea what awakening the magic would do, or how to wield it. This arrangement seemed like our only option, for now. And while I hated to see him leave, there was something comforting in being able to pretend that my life was normal again. As normal as it ever was. I could enjoy being back home with friends and back at school which surprisingly enough, I’d missed. It’s amazing how coming to the edge of your life multiple times will make even the most mundane routines a welcomed change. 

“Think about what you’re asking me,” he said. “You know why I have to leave.”

He watched me suck in a breath of regret, as I wished I could take back my self-serving plea. 

Pain creased his eyes. “Sleep soundly, Lorelei,” was all he said. He kissed the top of my head and turned to go. 

The tense set of his jaw revealed the effort it took to leave. I watched him walk away, biting down on my lower lip until he reached the driveway. 

“How am I supposed to sleep?” My voice was almost too quiet to be heard over the howling wind. But his hearing surpassed most mortal’s. 

“Warm milk with honey works well,” he answered my whisper, his back still facing me. “It helps with the night terrors too,” he added. 

“You know that’s not what I meant.” I moved closer, descending one step at a time until my bare feet hit the cold of the pavement. 

Adrius froze. Electric pulses crackled between us. 

“I was talking about sleeping without you. Here.” 

“You’ve managed to do it before,” he said cautiously, the strain of his resolve vibrating in his voice. 

“I know. But—“ 

This was wrong. It was selfish. How could I ask him to stay, when I know that leaving is what would keep him alive to return to me? 

“I’m sorry. I’m being silly. It’s just I can’t—“

With whipcrack intensity, his resolve burned away and he rushed toward me and pulled me into his arms. His touch burned though my shirt as his hands splayed against my back, pressing us closer. He kissed me, hungrily at first, then it quickly deepened to ravenous. Matching his fervor, I tangled my fingers in his hair. Every inch of me was on fire. He gasped, his lips slowing against mine. By the time we separated, we were both breathless. He leaned his forehead against mine for a few rapid heartbeats, then pulled back. Our eyes remained locked in a palpitating stretch of silence that spoke volumes. My head swirled, and all I wanted was more of where we’d left off. 

But he read my intentions. The corners of his lips quirked and he shook his head. Warm hands slid down my arms with one last caress, before he disappeared. Gone so quickly I didn’t actually see him leave. Swallowed by the darkness of the night and the forest that held the secret doorway into Mythlandria. Through the invisible veil between his world and mine. Only his scent remained. 

I inhaled deeply. It was better this way. I might never have found the strength to let him go otherwise. He always said he was the weak one, for insisting on having me in his life. But he was wrong. I was the one too greedy to let him out of my sight for even a night. I stared into the darkened forest and sighed. He’d be back. I knew that he would. But I couldn’t shake the sensation that our temporary solution wouldn’t last. Things weren’t as simple as they seemed, and as I made my way into the house the quote from my Shakespeare lit class replayed in my head like an unsung melody.

”Something wicked this way comes.” 

This night had been exhausting on so many levels. I curled up on the couch in the den, staring blankly at the TV screen I’d yet to turn on.

I didn’t realize I had drifted off to sleep on the couch until my phone buzzed on the table across from me. Staggering upright, I stubbed my toe before grunting an irritated “hello?” 

The voice on the other end wasn’t familiar. I looked at the clock, 11:30 p.m., way too late for Abby to be calling. Rubbing my eyes, I tried to focus on what the voice was saying. 

“Ms. Alundra? Lorelei Alundra?” 

“Yes?” 

“We met at the vocal competition you performed in. I understand you’ve been trying to reach me.”

“I’m sorry, who is this?” I mumbled absently, not fully awake and nursing my aching toe. 

“My name is Mr. Peterson. And I may have information about your aunt.”
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Chapter Three
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Peterson. The man who spoke to me so cryptically on my birthday, greeted me like an old friend. 

We weren’t.

“Lorelei, are you there? Do you remember who I am?”

My hand trembled slightly as I spoke. “I remember you,” I said, questions lining up in my mind. He was as impossible to forget as his phone conversation that had irked my great aunt that morning. 

“I trust you are well. The time will soon come for us to meet again. We have much to discuss, you and I.”

“Do you know where Camilla is?” I blurted. I’d never make a good detective; no time to play it cool, I just wanted answers. The last time he’d called, he’d made Camilla furious and then he’d asked to speak to me, mentioning something about my needing to get her to come into the city for some mysterious reason. It had been all cloak and dagger, no detail and none of it made much sense. 

That was then. 

Now, after my journey into another realm, it seemed highly unlikely that Camilla’s absence was an innocent impromptu vacation. Not with the way her house had been pulled apart.

“I do have information regarding your great aunt. But it will necessitate a trip into the city. Are you prepared for that?”

Against all common sense, I mumbled a hasty yes, and scrounged for a scrap of paper and a pen to jot down his instructions. 

“I suggest you come without his accompaniment. They can detect their kind and won’t take kindly to it.” 

“Who’s ‘they’?” By his, I assumed he meant Adrius, but I didn’t get the chance to ask. 

The phone clicked and his voice was replaced by the hum of a dial tone.

****
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ONE DAY LATER, ABBY, Brianne and I were on our way to Lynchbrook. I made the mistake of mentioning my trip to Abby, and she’d invited herself along. Brianne’s company was forced on me. Under normal circumstances there was no way I’d have agreed; it was hard enough keeping the truth from Abby, but I wasn’t really given much of a choice. Davin had a basketball game out of town this weekend and he insisted Bri and I spend some ‘girl time’ together. He totally played the best friend card, as usual, and I totally caved, as usual. Suggesting it happen some other time hadn’t worked. He’d practically strapped her into my car himself. 

“You two are going to get along if it kills you both.” His words. Not mine. I’d managed to keep my opinion of his asinine idea to myself. Brianne was the one protesting loudly. We’d been even more at odds since the vocal competition. I’d won singing a duet with Adrius, and her hatred had escalated. Last thing I wanted was to be her babysitter, today of all days. 

Abby didn’t help matters. “The GPS is busted. She could navigate.” She shrugged when Davin forced Bri into the car. 

After shooting her my “you’re so not helping” glare, I looked at Bri in the rearview mirror. “Fine, you can come, just don’t ask any questions.” 

Then I cranked the radio loud enough to make backseat-front seat conversation impossible. 

One hundred and twenty-seven minutes later we were in Lynchbrook. 

Life never quite goes as planned. That was my exact thought as we approached the address scrawled on the scrap of paper crumpled in my bag. 12345 Everley Boulevard wasn’t in the nicest part of town. The whole block looked deserted. Decrepit remains of buildings and piles of rubble were all that was left of some buildings. Most of the others had boarded windows and paint-chipped signs, and random graffiti covered every available wall space.

Brianne climbed out of the car and fixed her hair. She looked around, and scrunched up her face. “Where the hell are we?” 

“I said no questions. Remember?” 

This was going to be fun... trying to keep not one, but two people completely in the dark about why we were really in the middle of ghost town looking for my great aunt at some random business address. 

Abby was on board because she loved an adventure and one involving a missing aunt and a secret location... didn’t have to ask her twice. Brianne, on the other hand, couldn’t care less what had happened to Camilla. Her main concern was what had happened to her hair, which she continued to finger like she was prepping for a photoshoot instead of a creepy hotel. 

“If you’re not going to tell me what kind of drugs you’re obviously buying here, then can we at least get it over with, like, as soon as possible? There are a million places I’d rather be than slumming it with you two.” Brianne huffed. 

Abby and I exchanged a look.

“We’re not buying drugs,” I snapped. “I have to meet my great aunt here.” 

She made a face and rolled her eyes implying she didn’t believe a word of it, but thankfully didn’t bother to comment.

Craning my neck, I gazed up at the building. This was not what I was expecting at all. Not by a long shot. What appeared to be a well-kept posh hotel in the past was anything but now. I looked inside, unable to move any further into the circa 1800 bordello lobby. Dimly lit floor lamps illuminated the peeling red paint on the walls and shone a sickly jaundiced glow on the crumbling ceiling tiles scattered across a crumbling floor. The rotting and decayed remains of a desk leaned precariously against a wall with multiple marks that looked suspiciously like bullet holes. One wall had claw marks that ran from floor to ceiling. No rational explanation for that one. But if the sight was scary enough, it was nothing compared to the smell. Like mold and rotting meat mixed with full strength ammonia. 

Brianne looked inside and screwed up her face. “Nice. It’s an e-coli factory... a breeding ground for hepatitis. I am so not going in there,” Brianne uttered, folding her arms. 

I shrugged, not sure what to say. Mostly because I agreed with her, not that I’d ever tell her that. But this was the address Peterson had given me, and if Camilla was somewhere in here, I had to find her. Why my great aunt or her lawyer would be hanging out in a place like this was only the first of my questions. 

“Oh quit being such wusses.” Abby marched straight inside, disappearing in the fog of dust. Brianne and I stood there exchanging glares meant to force the other into entering next. I lost and reluctantly followed after Abby, who had disappeared down a long corridor. 

“Nothing fazes that girl, it’s not normal,” Brianne muttered close behind me. The click and crunch of her heels on the chipped floor echoed around us.

“Could you walk quieter?” I whispered. 

She huffed, but the clicking softened. A door at the end of the hall was slightly open, enough to see the stark white light pouring from the cracks beneath the frame. Holding my breath to keep from puking from the stench, I knocked softly.

No reply. 

I entered. 

Brianne froze at the doorway, unable to make her feet go any further. “Okay.” She held up her hands. “It’s like a nineteen-sixty’s homeless person threw up and then died in here.” 

The floor was covered with floral and paisley printed clothing in violent shades of fuchsia, orange and lime green. Tobacco stains and cigarette burns marred every surface and the room smelled like a giant ashtray. Abby picked up a small furry handbag and then dropped it with a squeal when it started to move on its own in her hand. “Who lives here?” 

“Seriously, I need to get out of this place. I did not agree to some kind of crazy insane suicide mission to the place Manson, Dahmer and Bernardo shacked up to compare body counts.” 

Abby sighed. “You watch way too much true-crime TV.” 

After walking past a dresser with every drawer opened and overflowing with more of the same hideous attire, I pushed open the door to the washroom and gagged on the stench. Foreign black stains splattered the ripped shower curtains and peeling mildewed wallpaper. And the sink looked and smelled like someone had mistaken it for a urinal. Jurassic-sized cockroaches scaled the crumbling tile surrounding the tub and hanks of reddish brown hair were resting on the floor, as though freshly cut from someone’s head. What had gone on in here? 

The door to the room slammed shut and Brianne screamed, clapping a hand over her mouth. 

“Shhhhh. Do you want everyone to know we’re here?” I whispered, mostly because I couldn’t get enough air into my lungs to speak any louder.

“What everyone? This place is a friggin’ tomb.” She came up behind me to peer over my shoulder at the bathroom. Her other hand flew over her mouth and nose, since one evidently wasn’t doing an adequate job of keeping out the reek. “Well, now we know where the lovely aroma is coming from,” she mumbled through her fingers.

Abby frowned. “Maybe you should call that guy back, the one you were supposed to meet here. My psychic sense tells me he’s going to be a no-show.”

“Ya think?” Brianne muttered. “And what guy? I thought we were looking for your aunt? Shouldn’t you call the cops or something? 

Sheriff Duncan? Davin’s uncle? Oh sure, I could just see him investigating something that involved supernatural forces. “It’s too soon for that. She might be totally fine,” I said. Though not one part of me believed that. 

“Well, maybe you wrote the address down wrong.”

I ignored Brianne and hit redial on my phone. It beeped and redirected to a recorded message. Tossing it back in my bag, I looked at Abby. “The number’s been disconnected.”

“Then I say we take off,” she replied. “Obviously there’s nothing here that has anything to do with Camilla.” 

“Check this out. The homeless heroine junkie actually owns a non-neon scarf.” 

We turned in unison to see Brianne holding up another piece of clothing, very different from the rest. It was a simple crocheted scarf, in neutral tones of beige and cream stripes, with wool fringes at the end. 

“Guess we know a homeless person wasn’t the only one who’s been in here,” I said, fear rising in the pit of my chest.

Brianne swung her gaze from Abby, to me, back to Abby. “What do you mean? What does she mean?” 

I couldn’t take my eyes away from the scarf; it was as good as finding the smoking gun. 

“Camilla was here.”

Brianne’s impatience escalated. “How could you possibly know that for a fact?”

“Because that’s her scarf. I know because I made it for her. Maybe she left it here on purpose.”

“Like a clue.” Abby frowned. “But why?”

Brianne tossed the scarf at me. “Probably on the run or hiding out. Who cares? Let’s just go already. It’s getting creepier by the second.” 

Pieces of what Adrius had said floated back to me. He’d sensed someone from his world had been in Gran’s house. Maybe Camilla had packed the mystery box for me, and maybe whoever broke in found her there. 

“I don’t think she’s running or hiding,” I said solemnly, fingering the fringe of the scarf. 

“I think she was taken.”
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Chapter Four
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Spending time in another world, hunting and being hunted... it leaves an indelible stain on your soul. It made returning to normal life almost impossible. Still, it was what I had to do to stay sane. 

I sighed and checked my watch. Not even 10 am and already I’d had enough of work. If I had to brew one more low-fat half-caff tall soy latte for another pretentious faux-vegan anorexic cheerleader, I was going to lose it. I mean what happened to coffee with cream and sugar? 

The door opened, and a pack of ‘tweens walked in. No Neil.

Where the hell was he? He was supposed to open this morning. Now it was two hours past my patience limit and he was still a no-show. Probably off at that Irish pub all night with Brigit. They were known to drink the night away together on too many occasions.

I was grumpy. Too much worry with nowhere near enough sleep. It had been days since I’d heard anything from anyone. Days since our weird trip to search for Camilla. Days since I’d last seen Adrius. And to say I was on edge was more than an understatement. I hated not knowing what was going on. Wiping down the spotless counter for the twentieth time, I recalled his words, “I’ll be back before you can miss me.” He was already too late for that. Hopefully he’d return soon, because I couldn’t wait to get his insight into things. 

Finding Camilla’s scarf had seemed like a clue, but in reality it was just a scarf. It didn’t tell me where she was now. She might have been at the Bates Motel Peterson sent us to at some point, but who knows when. Or why, or for how long. Adrius wouldn’t be happy I’d gone without him, but everything turned out fine and I was safe. Peterson’s number came up unknown and with that link broken, I had no idea what to do next. 

Maybe it was time to involve the cops. But all I had was a disconnected phone number, a broken door, my missing aunt’s scarf and a card for some MBD, whoever that was. Not much to go on. Plus, if whatever was going on involved witchcraft or faerie magic or both, it made everything that much more complicated... and dangerous. Didn’t it always? 

I poured another round of vanilla lattes infused with healing lavender into takeout cups and smiled warmly when they left me a substantial tip, before leaving. 

Another customer walked in, carrying an attaché, wearing three inch silver heels and a cloud of cheap perfume. Phyllis. The secretary of my excommunicated elven royal shrink. 

Yes, I know how crazy that sounds. 

She clicked over to the counter and smiled. Red lipstick smeared her front teeth and I started to tell her, but then stopped when I saw she was crying.

“Phyllis, what is it?” Had something happened to Dr. Greenbalm? Or... my stomach lurched violently... Adrius? 

“It’s...” She sobbed, buried her face in her hands. “E...E...”

“Who?” I gripped the counter, held my breath. 

“Eli...” She hiccupped, swiped at her eyes, sniffled. “Elijah.”

Familiar tingles prickled a warning up and down my arms. “What happened?” I whispered.

“He’s....he’s... gone.” 

I frowned, staring at her, not sure what to say. Adrius’ uncle was a well-known and respected psychotherapist. He wouldn’t just take off without notice. “What do you mean he’s gone? Gone where?” 

“I don’t know...” She pulled out a tissue to sop up her tears, then blew her nose. “We planned to have breakfast together, but he didn’t show up or answer his phone, so I went to his house, and when there was no answer, I went inside.” 

“He keeps the door unlocked?” I asked. 

She looked up, her lashes clumped together, black mascara streaming down her pale cheeks. “I have a key.” 

Ah, was Phyllis his mystery girlfriend? 

“But when I got in...” She inhaled a shaky breath. “He was gone. They took him.” 

“Who, Phyllis? Who took him?” 

She sobbed harder. 

“What do you mean someone took him?” I said it too loudly. 

Several sleepy heads turned a semi-curious gaze in our direction. 

I motioned for her to follow me in the back.

She stepped into the kitchen and froze. “They’re coming, Lorelei. They’ll come for you, too. It’s only a matter of time.” Her tears morphed into hysterical laugher, heavy black mascara streaking down her face. 

“Um... hold on.” 

Scanning the shelves, I grabbed a box of tissues and pulled out a handful, a little freaked out by her sudden 180. I poured some chamomile tea, to help soothe and calm. I handed Phyllis the cup and watched her closely. None of this made sense. 

She took a few sips and I could feel the tension ease inside her a little. With a deep breath she continued. “It’s the Shadow. They stake their claim on those they choose in payment for debts, and all are powerless to oppose them.” 

Okay, wait... she knows about this? “I don’t get it,” I said. “Why would the Shadow fey take Dr. Greenbalm? And what makes you think they’re after me?”

She sniffled, swiping her nose with the back of her hand. “They killed him. I know it,” she mumbled so softly I barely heard her. Her eyes glazed over, turning foggy like cataracts. 

Then her head snapped back. 

Too far back.

My eyes widened. What the hell was happening?

Her head kept drooping back. I feared her neck was going to break right off. Her hands fell useless to her sides. The cup and saucer shattered against the ground, splashing us both with warm chamomile tea. So much for calm.

“Phyllis?”

The blue veins underneath her skin engorged, turned dark green, raised rapidly to the surface of her arms, her neck, her face. Spreading quick and ugly, like a million spider legs, until her entire body pulsed the color of a giant dying bruise.

I froze. 

Her mouth dropped open and a dozen voices spilled out at once. Old, young, deep, high, ghostly, earthy, threatening, whimpering. 

I clamped my hand over my mouth. 

Her body contorted, limbs twisted, bending into positions a lifelong yogi couldn't achieve.

If I hadn’t seen the things I’d seen in Nevermore, I would have seriously peed my pants. 

Every bit of fat drained from her face, leaving her looking gaunt and hallow. Her milky eyes bulged. The green, pulsing veins carpeting her skin turned to thin, thorny vines and lashed out like gnarled fingers. 

To keep from being hit, I staggered back, barely missing a barbed strike as my heart slammed against my chest. 

She crouched, and looked up at me with the eyes of an ancient troll. "You." Her voice was a snake, hissing, gyrating. "It's you they want. Not him." Her sightless eyes narrowed, muscles tensed. She sprang. 

I jumped out of the way and grabbed the teapot and whipped it at her. Boiling water hit her and she screeched in a chorus of voices. 

I ran for the back door, fumbling with the key to unlock it. I could curse Neil for being so overly obsessed about break-ins. 

The twisted creature that was once my shrink’s secretary had recovered from the hot water and slunk forward toward me, like a zombie dragging its in-turned feet across the floor. Living vines snaked from every bodily orifice, flailing like wild hoses. 

I turned the key and it snapped off in my hand. Panic welled up inside me. 

“Open!” I pounded my fists against the door and shoved it with my hip. 

All on its own, the broken key turned and the lock clicked open. 

I was hemmed in between a brick wall and the dumpster. I ran outside, turned the corner and hid behind the dumpster, leaving the door open behind me. Half of me hoped she’d stay inside. But the rest of me wanted her to follow. The last thing I needed was for someone inside the café to get hurt, and since I had no idea what kind of dark magic we were dealing with, or whose... it was best to get her as far away from the café as possible. I grabbed a board from a broken pallet next to me, folding my shaking hands around it, then peeked around the side of the bin. Deep breaths. I tried to calm myself, certain she’d hear my pounding heartbeat. I stood up, holding my board like a baseball bat.

Phyllis followed me though the door and dragged herself directly toward me. But then, as the sunlight hit her face she stopped dead. 

Like a transformer, her limbs and body clicked back into place, the vines withered and died, falling to the ground. The veining vanished and her eyes returned to normal. Whatever had possessed her had left, leaving no trace of ever having been there. If it weren’t for the pounding in my chest, I might have believed I’d imagined it. But there was no way this was anything but real. She shook her head and gave me a sad smile. Then frowned, looking slightly confused. 

My hand went limp and I dropped the board, but my heart was still thundering wildly. I didn’t return her smile. 

“Lorelei? What are you doing here?” She looked around. She must have registered the look of bewilderment on my face because she frowned in concern. “Where are we?”

She didn’t remember any of it? Could this get any weirder? I cleared my throat. 

“I uh... I was showing you the herb garden,” I said cautiously, then gestured to the gate just beyond the wall. “And you got a little light-headed, or something. You were about to head home.” I narrowed my eyes. “Should I call someone for you?” I hoped that was the end of whatever it was that had happened to her.

She shook her head. “What about Elijah?” she murmured. 

“I don’t know what’s going on, but I promise we’ll find out. As soon as Adrius comes back. Try not to worry.” 

She nodded once, brushed a stray piece of shriveled vine from her sleeve and then turned toward the parking lot to leave. 

I carefully closed the door behind us. Heaving a sigh I leaned against it. Relief washed over me, but I couldn’t still my trembling hands. 
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Chapter Five
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Still processing what had just happened I wandered back out to the café, at the same time Neil strolled in the front door. 

“You’re late.” I said with raised brows. 

His face folded in a wide grin, but then it quickly faded. “Think I’m just in time actually.” He grunted and his icy stare reached past, landing on something behind me.

A shiver rippled through me and I whirled around, expecting the worst. 

Adrius. 

I blew out a quick breath.

I rushed to him, but then opted for a quick kiss on the cheek when I realized all eyes were on us. Neil stalked into the kitchen, still glowering and muttering in that thick Irish brogue that came out when he was annoyed. 

I shook my head. “When is somebody going to tell me what his beef is with you?”

Adrius just shrugged and took my hand. 

“You’re back early. It can’t be Samhain already.”

He chuckled lightly. “You mean Solstice. And no it hasn’t arrived yet. There’s a lot happening in Mythlandria. None of it good. Things grow stranger by the day.” His eyes darkened. 

I was getting better at reading him. He had the benefit of seeing straight through me, but without the Inner Eye necklace, I was left with deciphering signs like the changing hue of his eyes.

“The king is still at odds with everyone, including Hawthrin, whose council he’s relied on since before I was born. Tensions are high and I haven’t been forgiven for disobeying my father and setting you free. He’s accustomed to unquestioning allegiance, thanks to Octăhvia’s curse. Fortunately, he still isn’t aware of what was behind my blind loyalty, which is for the best.”

Not like the king needed yet another reason to hate my kind. He already marked me for death. I blinked up at him doubtfully. “Where does your father think you are right now?”

“Searching the realm for my brother. It explains my lengthy absences from court. Things are strange,” he said.

I nodded, momentarily lost in his eyes. “Well, things are almost as strange here.” I filled him in on the bizarre stuff happening with Peterson’s call and finding Camilla’s scarf and the note. And the extra-freaky episode with Phyllis. “She thinks the Shadow fey are behind it and that whoever took Dr. Greenbalm wants me.” 

Adrius tensed. “Did she say anything else?” 

“Not really... aside from her scarier-than-anything transformation, that was pretty much it. When she snapped out of it, she didn’t remember what happened.” 

Creases worked their way across his forehead. “Lorelei, I don’t like the idea of you going off to meet Peterson alone. We know nothing about this man.”

“I had Abby and Brianne with me.”

“You know what I mean,” he said. “It’s too dangerous. You all could have been hurt.” 

I aimed a finger at him. “So you think something’s up too. Do you know what’s going on? And don’t you dare hide it to protect me.” 

“Wouldn’t dream of it. And no, I don’t know what’s going on yet. But Hawthrin did mention new predictions to the prophecy had arisen.” 

My stomach knotted. Prophecies, I’d come to learn, seldom predicted anything good. At least not when they involved me. “What were they?” 

He looked at me and smiled. “You know Hawthrin...” 

Yes I did. He was the kindly, ancient, dark-skinned wizard who spoke in obscure literary quotes, fully expecting everyone to make sense of his Buddha-isms. His words were rhymes wrapped in a riddle. 

“He did impart one rather important piece of news.”

I sucked in a breath. “What was it?”

Neil bellowed my name from the kitchen. Probably discovered the dented kettle and broken lock. How was I going to explain that? 

“Uhm, I better get back there. Pick me up later?”

Adrius stroked my hair then kissed the top of my head. “Try and stop me.”

****
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BY THE TIME WE FINISHED with the early dinner crowd, things were fairly quiet at the café. The familiar din of quiet conversations and the clinking utensils was hidden behind the soft melody of contemporary music. I watched Neil settling in at the counter for a rare break. He looked tired. 

“Hey.” I perched on the stool next to him. “We need to talk.” 

He raised a bushy eyebrow, looking at me quizzically. Then he reached for the pitcher of lemonade in front of him and poured me a glass. “About?” 

“About Adrius. And why you dislike him so much.” 

He leaned away from me, folded his arms over his chest, face blank, body stiffening. “Now what makes you think I don’t like him?”

“Do you?”

He scratched his forehead and frowned.

“See,” I gestured at his guarded posture. “That’s what I’m talking about. Is it because of who he is, what he is, or where he’s from that bothers you?” 

He watched me quietly for a time and then heaved a long sigh. “Your grandmother was an herbalist. A knowledgeable one at that. Estelle could toss a simple salad guaranteed to cure the common cold, or peel the skin from your bones. Of course she didn't make a habit of using herbs to harm. Only to heal.”

“I knew it,” I said, “You do know about all of this. Why didn’t you say anything?”

“You know your grandmother and I go way back. Even before I took over running her café. I made a promise to Estelle before she died, to keep you safe from that world. A world she fought hard to free you from. But when that boy showed up,” he shook his head, “I knew it was gonna be hard to keep you safe much longer.”

This was progress. It seems I had an army of people protecting me from my fate. I frowned. “We found a hidden garden behind her house the other night, overrun with poisonous plants. Any idea why?” 

He chuckled. “She sure knew her poisons. Had a way with potions she did, mixing toxins like they were tonics. It was an art form truly.”

I twisted on my stool. “I don’t get it. What would a healer need with a garden full of poisonous plants and lethal potions?”

“When one is at war, the normal rules are laid by the wayside, aren’t they? Doesn’t do a heap of good to bring a bouquet of flowers to the battlefield.” 

“Who was she at war with?”

“Hunters,” he said, then lowered his voice. “Witch hunters. They wanted you, but she offered them a powerful Fey instead. 

I sucked in a slow breath through my teeth as my stomach twisted. “Do you mean... you’re talking about my father aren’t you? Gran must have really hated him to do something like that to us.”

“When the prophecy became clear, the Fey stole your mother from her. If she died, then the prophecy died with her. Your father, King Oberon, had the power to grant her freedom, which he did by convincing the Fey they could use the prophecy for their gain. Falling in love with her wasn’t part of the plan. Strictly forbidden in fact. And wee ones born of their union, even more so.” 

Wee ones... plural, meaning me and my twin sister. She’d died at birth, and no one outside of Gran had ever mentioned her existence until now. “I had no idea we were born in Faery.” Looping a curl of hair around my finger, I leaned toward Neil, encouraging him to continue.

“Your grandmother, firecracker that she was, risked everything to bring her daughter back, but your father was willing to give up everything to be with her. They all knew they'd come for you one day. She couldn't let that happen. That's what all of this was for.” He gestured to the café. “I assure you, any intent to harm would have been to protect those she loved. You and your mother mostly. Camilla to a lesser degree.” 

“Camilla’s gone. No one seems to know where, but I think it has something to do with someone called MBD. Have you heard the name?” 

His bushy grey brows tightened. “I’ve heard your grandmother mention the name and never to say a kind word either. Don’t know any more than that.” 

A waitress starting her shift waved at us as she passed. I shifted in my seat, uncomfortable with having this kind of conversation in a public place. 

“So, Camilla was a witch too?” I whispered the word “witch.” 

“Your great aunt turned from her gifts long ago, Lorelei. For the best I’d wager. Her heart was always filled with darkness.” 

That didn’t surprise me in the least. If Camilla had gotten involved with these people, it might explain the seedy hotel room and her sudden disappearance. Maybe Greenbalm’s as well. But what happened to Phyllis? No human could have inflicted that. It had to be some kind of dark magic. And Adrius had sensed there’d been Fey in Gran’s cottage. 

Questions swirled like mini tornadoes, but a small group burst into the café cutting short our Q and A. 

“Well, back at it.” Neil patted my knee and got up. “No worries, dearie. I promised your gran I’d keep you safe and ‘tis what I’ll do ‘til my last breath. Even from the likes of those you think you can trust.” He angled his head toward the door with a rueful smile. Then he re-tied his apron and disappeared into the kitchen.

My shift at the café ended at six o’clock, but Adrius arrived at five sharp, a full hour earlier than planned. 

Against the monochromatic backdrop of Drearyton Cove he looked exceptionally vivid. Stunning. My pulse skipped and my heart leapt. Would there ever come a day when the sight of him didn’t stir me to the center of my soul? Despite his torn faded jeans, and casual black T-shirt, he looked crisp, elegant, and moved with a panther’s grace that no mortal teen could touch. 

“Do you think this will ever subside, the crazy way my heart races when I see you?” I murmured as he reached me.

He smiled and I flushed with heat.

“I hope not.” He kissed the top of my head.

“Did I mention I've missed you?” My question came with more intensity than I planned.

He watched me for a moment and the world slowed. I wondered what caused the flicker of shadow that crossed his eyes. Even his momentary pain caused me pain.

“You deserve so much more than what I can offer you, Lorelei. A stronger being would have let you go by now.” His voice was laden with guilt over events past.

“I’m just as strong as you are,” I reminded him. “And I would never have let you let me go.” Reaching up I stroked the chisel of his cheek. “We went that route already... it didn't end well.” 

His jaw relaxed under my touch, and I felt silent gratitude that I still had that effect on him too.

Our moments alone together seemed too few and too short, but we always held on to the magic that lured us together in the first place. The bond that neither time nor space nor threats of death could break. And although Adrius was bonded to Venus, I knew that it was our connection that would endure. Not theirs. I just had no idea how.

“Come on, I want to take you somewhere. Will Neil let you leave early?”

Neil had been trying to get me to take some time off for days, but I’d refused. Working kept me busy, and busy was what I needed to keep from missing Adrius too much.

“Pretty sure that won’t be a problem,” I said, untying my apron. “Where are we going?”

“It’s a surprise.”

The corners of my mouth turned down.

He scanned my face. “What's wrong? Afraid to be alone with me?”

“Just not crazy about surprises. You know I feel completely safe with you.” I smiled, hoping to ease the tense set of his jaw. 

The twinge of angst that hid just behind his eyes returned. “You'll never be completely safe when you're with me, Lorelei.”

“Okay, so our situation isn't perfect... and curses binding you to psychotic ex-girlfriends aside, we have some... challenges to overcome, I get that.”

He gave a humorless laugh.

“The point is we'll find a way to overcome them,” I insisted. The trauma and drama were all worthwhile, because in the end, I knew we'd be together. Even the darkest fairytales ended in happily ever after, didn't they?

He sighed. “I’m taking you out to forget about all of the craziness. Even if just for a little while.” His warm hand stroked my cheek. “Since this is an official date, I’ll start over and begin by telling you how beautiful you look.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Sure, nothing says stunning like ripped jeans and a coffee stained T-shirt,” I muttered, silently wishing I’d bothered to put on something a little more fitting for an impromptu dream date with a god.

His gaze intensified as he brushed my hair aside, letting his fingers lazily graze the length of my neck. “Lorelei. If you had any idea how irresistible I find you in jeans and a T-shirt you’d wish you had worn a full length coat.” 

A warm shiver rippled through me, but I managed to hold his gaze, in spite of my escalating body temperatures. My pulse quickened, as I took shallow uneven breaths. The aching sensation pulsing between us deepened to more of a hunger, threatening to consume us. For a change, it was Adrius who looked away first, his face flushed with color. 

He drew in a deep deliberate breath and glanced at me again. 

“You ready?” he asked, as he held out his hand.

Still rearranging my heartbeat back to normal I nodded, placing my trust, my heart and my hand in his. 
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Chapter Six
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We didn’t often venture into the forest. His avoidance was deliberate; he never wanted me to find my way back to the Nevermore. Somewhere in its depths was an invisible doorway to another realm, and in that realm, my ultimate demise. It was also the realm where my father was, which was the reason I had to find a way back. 

“Can you at least give me a hint as to where we’re headed?” 

He flashed a crooked smile. “So curious.” 

“Like that’s anything new. Just tell me.” I hate surprises. Too many of them turned out to be bad. Very bad. 

He shook his head like I was a lost cause, a quick action that sent a lock of hair sweeping over his gorgeous forehead. “You know most girls your age would love to be taken on a mystery date to a secret location.” 

“I’m sure I don’t need to tell you, I’m nothing like most girls my age.” 

“This is one surprise you will enjoy. Trust me.” 

I knew that was all he would say. I’d have to suck it up and wait to discover where this out-of-the-ordinary trek would lead.

In the midst of the navy blue dusk was a secluded alcove by the river. A full picnic table was set with a tablecloth, candles, crystal and real china. The wicker basket was surrounded by sparkling lemonade, assorted cupcakes and dozens of white daisies. I shook my head in wonder at the decadent spread. 

“When did you do this?” I said, just noticing the chandelier handing from a branch above us. If it was even possible I fell deeper in love with him by the moment.

“While you were busy serving customers. Do you like it?” 

I stretched up on my toes to kiss his cheek. “This is beautiful.” 

Tall torches surrounded the table, their flames casting a mellow light as well as providing some warmth to the chilly air. It was always cool and damp in the evening, but for once the rain didn’t spoil things. Of course if it had, I’m sure Adrius would have erected a full sized gazebo.

“You know, I would have been satisfied with burgers at the diner,” I said, peeking inside the basket. I ambled over to him and wrapped my arms around his neck. “It’s perfect. Thank you.” 

I pressed my lips to his. He responded, cupping my face, tilting my head back to deepen our connection. His tongue brushed mine, and I shivered. 

Finally, he pulled away, his eyes glazed and his breathing as ragged as mine was. I blinked slowly to dampen the fire he’d ignited.

He trailed his fingers down my arm and a slow grin spread across his face. He knew what I was thinking. And with all of my energy going toward keeping my restraint, I had little left over to keep my thoughts shielded from him. Even without his backward, outdated rules when it came to our relationship, there were other reasons forcing us to wait. 

Venus. 

She was still bonded to Adrius, which meant that in his world, he could only belong to her. He risked a lot being with me, and while his physical pain had subsided, he could never give himself to me fully the way he wanted to. It was my mission in life to break the curse so we could be together. 

My cell buzzed and I pulled it out briefly to check in case it was Peterson. 

Adrius gave me a look.

Sheepishly I turned it off. “Sorry.” I shrugged. “I’m lost without my cell phone.” 

“I know, it’s like another appendage.” 

“Is that a bad thing?” 

“No, but you’re also lost without your MP3 player, your e-reader and your laptop... I’d say you’re a little addicted.” 

“I value communication.” 

He laughed. “Really? Remember the time you forgot it at home and you barely made it through the day?” 

“Well, you know, withdrawal.” I shrugged.

His hand caressed my cheek and smiled. “Yes, I know. Like I said... addicted.”

After the third shudder rippled through me, his eyes locked on to mine. “Are you cold?” he asked, knowing very well I wasn’t. 

A head shake was the only response I was capable of. 

“And you’re flushed.” His hand stroked my cheek which flamed under his touch. All the moisture in my mouth evaporated, rendering me speechless and motionless. I licked my lips and Adrius inhaled a sharp breath. Then he ran a hand through his hair and narrowed his gaze, suddenly becoming preoccupied with my mouth. 

“How is it I’m the one who’s willing to throw the rules out the window?” I was startled by the rawness in my voice. 

His eyes narrowed. “Is that what weighs on you? That you don’t tempt me— that it doesn’t take every ounce of strength to keep from consuming you right here, right now?” 

I felt the redness return, and I looked away, trying to fill my thoughts with small talk. There were a lot of things we could talk about, but this special moment he’d planned called for a limited topics of discussion. We meticulously avoided anything of real importance, like the curse still binding him to another girl, Camilla’s disappearance, or the dark magic now swirling in my world. 

I dipped my spoon into the lemon pie and pulled it out again, not really hungry for food at the moment. 

When I looked up he was staring at me with questioning eyes. “What are you thinking now?” His voice was cautious, as though he wasn’t sure he could handle my reply. 

I drew in a deep breath. “I was wondering why magic is suddenly working in a world where isn’t supposed to. And I was remembering what happened that day in Mythlandria....with Octăhvia.” 

His shoulder relaxed, but then his eyes softened and the smile vanished. “I still have her magic inside me, Adrius. I can feel it,” I murmured. 

He nodded slowly. “I remember.” 

“And... I don’t know. It could be nothing really, but my finger... when I pricked it on a thorn in Gran’s garden.” I held up my index finger to examine it closely. It no longer hurt, but a tiny red mark remained, something I’d never experienced before. “It seemed to take a long time to heal,” I said.

He glanced at my finger and frowned, then reached into the picnic basket to pull out a book. “There’s something I have to tell you. I’d just planned on discussing it a little later.”

“What is this?” Running my fingers across the worn leather cover, I looked up at him. I carefully untied the thin straps binding it, and flipped through the yellowed parchment pages filled with handwritten notes. Recipes, lists of ingredients, botanical instructions, covered most of the book. There were a few sketches of moon phases and horoscope signs, and some symbols I’d never seen before. Some of it was written in English, and some in an unknown language. It was a spell book.

“It belonged to your grandmother. Maybe whoever broke into her house was looking for it.”

I studied the book again, the handwriting familiar. I’d come across countless herbal remedy blends Gran had scrawled around in the café and her garden house. 

My gaze shot up. “Where did you get it?”

“After I took you home that night I went to Camilla’s place, looking for more info on who or what had been there. The book was hidden behind a false wall in the den, and it sort of found me more than I found it.” 

“What could be in here that was so important someone would trash her house and possibly hurt her for it?”

A fierce look came into his eyes. “That’s what I was going to tell you earlier. I gave the Book of Shadows to Hawthrin to translate...” 

He paused mid-sentence, dragging his hands through his dark hair. His head fell forward and his hair partially hid his face. “I’m sorry, Lorelei. This was supposed to be a romantic evening. Not one filled with horror stories. Let’s eat something. You look like you haven’t had a decent meal in days.” 

It had taken my stomach a while to get over the disgusting trip to meet with Peterson. But food was the last thing on my mind.

Adrius opened the picnic basket sorting through its overflowing contents. “What would you like to start with? I brought some of those goat cheese and tomato sandwiches you like.” 

“Tell me what Hawthrin said, Adrius.”

He sighed and set down the basket.
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