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Soft rays of sunlight flood the tiny pale pink room, setting tiny rainbows dancing across the cream carpet. At the centre of the ornament, a glass ballerina twirled at the window’s edge.

“Gwandpa, that wong. Your wittle finger has to stick out,” my rather serious three-year-old great-granddaughter reprimands me. 

Biting back my grin, I raise my pinkie from the minute handle of the porcelain cup I hold gingerly. “Oh dear, sorry, sweet child. Is this how I’m supposed to hold it?” 

She nods vigorously, and I grin at the sight of my sweet Evanee’s loose curls bobbing in time to her nod. Her chubby cheeks are a little too pale, but that’s not uncommon for my offspring. Innocent electric blue eyes stare up at me, and my cold heart clenches as though she’s staring right through me and into my dead soul. My love for her is all-consuming, much as it has been when I’ve held each of my children and their children. 

“Did you bwing me a tweat, Grandpa?” Evanee asks in a sweet tone. She’s still struggling with her r’s. 

After replacing my teacup, I scratch at my chin, stalling for a moment. “Possibly? Was there something in particular you were hoping for?” 

“Mmm, maybe chocolate cupcakes? Did you bwing me cupcakes, Gwandpa?” 

“I don’t know. We’ll have to see what’s in the magic box.” I say with a mischievous grin, tugging my lips. 

With a flick of my wrist, a mahogany box pops into life, floating inches above the tiny wooden table set in the centre of Evanee’s bedroom. Our guests sit quietly and obediently on their designated stools: Miss Butter the yellow puppy, Miss Butterfly, the pink ballerina hippo, and Mr. Arlo, the white and black cat. 

I chuckle when Evanee jumps from her tiny purple plastic stool, her squeal of delight lighting up the room better than the sun ever could. 

“Have you been a good girl for Mummy today, sweet child?” My brow furrows with mock sternness. 

I know full well she spread Play-Doh all over the lounge room carpet. I can still hear Reagan’s curses ringing in my ears as she’d knelt, trying to pry the bright green dough from the fluffy white carpet.

Eyes wide, Evanee nods her little head vigorously. “Yes, Gwandpa.” 

A soft chuckle vibrates my chest at the short memory span of a three-year-old. With another wave of my hand, the lid of the small rectangle box lifts to reveal the treats ensconced within. 

Evanee’s tiny body leans forward, and a small frown creases her tiny heart-shaped face. 

“Gwandpa, what aww those sticky things?”

“That would be baklava, sweet child. Your grandmother would eat two batches a day when she was pregnant. I had to learn how to make it, so she always had some in the house. She preferred them made by hand and not magic. It has some yummy spices and honey in it. Do you want to try some with me?” I pluck a portion from within, offering it to her.  

She hesitates, so I bite into the sticky pastry and shut my eyes when cinnamon and cardamom burst across my tongue. An image of large golden-brown irises with a bright flame at their centre dance behind my closed eyes, and I fight the consuming heartache stabbing at my heart. How I miss my darling Chavas. 

I blink back to reality to find Evanee standing at my knee, her little chubby hands grasping my thigh. She inspects the dessert with intrigue. She’s a curious little creature, just as Chavas was. 

“Can I taste? Please, Gwandpa?” She asks, remember remembers her manners. 

I beam down at her. We’ve been working on her manners for a while now. 

“Such beautiful manners, Evanee. Of course, you may have some.” I praise her, lowering the baklava to her cupid lips. 

She leans forward, her tiny hands gripping my thigh to steady her wobbly frame. Biting down on the corner, Evanee chews, her brows furrowed in concentration. Her button nose scrunches up, and she smacks her lips. 

Not a fan just yet.

I chuckle and, with a wave of my hand, a chocolate and caramel cupcake appears at the bottom of the box. A screech of delight escapes Evanee and she bounces on the balls of her slipper clad feet. I pluck the rich and decadent cupcake out and set it on her tiny plate. Evanee wobbles toward her seat, and I frown at her unsteady gate. I run my eyes over her, studying her pale cheeks and slim body. 

Damnit, she’s lost weight again.  

I sniff and grip my knees when a familiar scent hits my nose — decay. Her body’s decaying from within. 

“Sweet child, do you feel okay?” I reach out to place my palm on the side of her head, stroking it.

Evanee nods, her cheeks puffed out from the last bite of her cupcake. I smile at the dark ring of chocolate icing circling her lips. 

“Do you hurt anywhere, sweetheart?” I push.

Evanee frowns, then bobs her little head. 

Shit. My throat constricts.

“Where does it hurt, baby?” I coo, dread turning the Baklava to lead in my gut.

“My tummy, Gwandpa. Mummy said I have to stay home today because she didn’t want the other childwen at my school to get sick.” Evanee parrots her mother, her serious expression just as adorable as her bright smile. 

“That’s a good idea.” I agree with her.

My hands clasp tight on my lap, and a soft tug on an invisible cord within me draws my attention away from Evanee. 

“Would you like to play with the sparkling miniature unicorn?” I offer in the hopes it’ll distract her for a few precious minutes. 

Head bobbing, Evanee slides off her chair, dancing from foot to foot. I smile adoringly down at her, and with another flick of my wrist, a purple, glittering miniature unicorn appears beside her. Her tiny hands clap with delight, and I shake my head when she throws her arms around the magical animal. Despite my many burdens, the ability to create reality from nothing has brought me endless hours of enjoyment. 

When the thread within me tugs once more, I move toward Evanee’s white door. The wards I placed over the door to stop Reagan from sensing me waver. The spell warps with a little manipulation, but not enough for Reagan to hear Evanee’s laughter. I can’t risk my granddaughter knowing I’m here. No one can know my connection to the two of them. 

“Evanee, Grandpa will be back in a second. You play nicely with the unicorn for a few minutes, okay?”

“Okay, Gwandpa.” Evanee calls back to me, distracted by the sparkling unicorn. 

I send a command to the creature to be gentle with Evanee, then open the door and step into the hallway. I slip into the dining room and stop short. Reagan sits at the table, crystal tears shimmering on her pale cheeks. Tissues sit scattered across the round glass table. 

“Grand-père, if you can hear me, I need your help.” She sniffles and presses a tissue to her delicate nose. “Please, I need your help with my baby. She’s sick, and I don’t know what to do.” 

A terrified sob escapes her parted lips, and she snatches at a fresh tissue. Panic seizes me, but I remain where I am. I fight the need to reveal myself or take her in my arms and comfort her. 

So, Reagan picked up on it, too. Evanee’s organs are under strain. 

The sight of Reagan distressed snaps something within me. 

“Consequences be damned,” I mutter under my breath. 

Still cloaked, I push a tendril of power toward Reagan. 

“Grand-père, if that’s you, please, please help my baby girl. I don’t know what to do. They’ve done so many tests. I’ve had police and social workers visiting the house. They think I’m starving my baby. The doctors say her body is showing signs of malnutrition.” Reagan gasps, her tears cascading down her pale cheeks faster than before.

“Malnutrition? How the hell is that possible? The child eats more than my hell hounds.” 

Baffled by Reagan’s confession, I retrace my steps to Evanee’s room. 

My shoulder presses into the door frame while I watch the happy toddler giggle and babble as she brushes the unicorn’s mane. 

The loud scraping of a chair in the dining room warns me I’m out of time. One thought is all it takes for time to halt. I enter Evanee’s room on silent feet. 

“Sweet child, Grandpa must go now. I’ll be back as soon as I can. In the meantime, I need you to be a good girl for Mummy and eat all your food. Okay?” I hunker down beside her, my hands on her small back.

Evanee puckers her cupid lips, and I fight to keep my chuckle silent. 

“Do you have to go, Gwandpa?” She pouts.  

“Grandpa has to go to work now. I promise to come back and visit though,” I reassure her. 

Evanee sighs rather dramatically, then pats the unicorn one last time before she steps back. 

“Gwyl sleep on my bed tonight?” Evanee asks through her tiny yawn.

I snort softly at a toddler asking for one of my hellhounds to sleep at the end of her bed. 

She truly is my great-granddaughter.  

“I’m not sure Gwyllgi will fit on the end of your bed.”

“She will, Gwandpa,” Evanee argues with a pout. 

“Oh, alright. I’ll send Gwyllgi. But no sneaking her leftover steak, Evanee. She could bite you and then Mummy and Daddy would be sad. I’d also be angry with Gwyllgi.” I warn her gently. 

“Okay, Gwandpa. I promise. Only hugs.” Evanee’s tiny cupid lips pout and she nods her head in earnest. 

“I believe you, sweet child. Gwyllgi can stay with you until I come back to see you.” 

The hellhound would offer constant companionship to Evanee, and I’d rest easy knowing my pet offered the child constant protection. With a click of my fingers, the unicorn disappears, and in its place, a giant mastiff the size of a miniature horse swirls to life. Glowing red eyes take in the room. White swirls of steam fare from the hound’s nostrils despite the warm temperature. 

“Gwyllgi,” I command, and the mastiff’s head turns toward me. “Stay with Evanee and guard her. Stay hidden, even from Reagan. No chasing the next-door cat. You damned near busted the next-door neighbour’s brick wall the last time.” I grumble. 

The giant beast huffs, as though she’s laughing at the memory. 

I crouch before her, and snag the hound’s jaw, looking her in her blazing red eyes.

“Call me if you sense anything.” 

Gwyllgi’s large, wet, pink tongue shoots out to lick my cheek, and I dart back at the last second. Evanee giggles tiredly, fighting another yawn. 

“Right, princess, it’s time for you to hop on your bed for a nap. Gwyllgi will lie on the floor until you wake up.” I clasp Evanee’s tiny hand in mine and guide her to her single bed against the wall. 

Evanee’s butterfly blanket ensconces her, and I press a tender kiss on her forehead. 

“Sleep well, sweet child. Grandpa loves you to the moon and back.” 

I study Evanee’s delicate eyelashes feathered across her cheeks. Gwyllgi appears at the end of the bed, circling once before she, too, falls asleep. With a pat on the hound’s head, I release my hold on time. Reagan’s quiet footsteps enter the hallway, and with one last look at Evanee’s slumbering body, I disappear. 

***
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GUNFIRE PINGS OFF OF ancient tree trunks around me. Terrified screams of wounded victims pierce the thick, humid jungle air. I swallow my disgust at the savagery of the human race decimating the once luscious jungles throughout parts of Africa. Dotted around the forest, my recent batch of reapers move silently between the fallen, reaping those destined for whatever awaits them on the other side. 

The image of loose blonde curls and large electric blue eyes flashes before my eyes, and I smile benevolently. Evanee, my youngest descendant, and the first child born in decades. Her infectious laughter and outrageous temper have seen many a day pass in a happy blur for the past three years. Chavas would have doted on the little girl. I could do nothing less, not unless I wanted my balls nailed to the wall by Chavas if I ever found a way to break her curse. Evanee’s stubbornness and independence could rival even my own, and I liked to think she’d inherited those traits from me. 

A dark body shoots past me, only to fall to his knees, brain matter splattering over the giant green leaf of a taro. With a roll of my tired eyes, I step forward to pluck the bright orb that was the fallen soldier’s soul hovering over his crumpled body. The tiny orb pulses between my fingers. I place it to my lips when a piercing howl rips from across the continent. A howl no one but I would hear. 

My body twists in its direction, and the world around me slows to a standstill as I listen for another howl. When the eerie notes of Gwyllgi’s howl race across the air again, my body disintegrates. It’s a race against time to reach the hellhound and my great-granddaughter. I materialise in a room swarming with paramedics. The teal of their uniform blurs and I can’t take anything in, but the tiny figure hunched in the centre of her single bed. Evanee’s shivering body lies ensconced in multiple layers of blankets. Beside her, Gwyllgi whines, the hair along her back rising in warning. Horror claws at my gut when I scan my sweet great-grandchild and find her organ output has declined further over the last two days. My tiny princess’s organs are failing. Panic settles in my gut, shredding it from within. 

Time speeds up, and for once, it’s not me manipulating it. John holds Reagan at his side, escorting the once proud general out the front door and into the back of the ambulance. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I catch a dark blur darting around the side of Reagan and John’s Queenslander and into their backyard. I lift my nose to the air, scenting the gentle breeze floating past me. 

That’s not the young Tenebris or one of his people. 

The first soft rays of the rising sun peak from behind the mountain range surrounding Murder Point Bay. The young vampire knew better than to be out at this time of the day, as did his people.

“Fuck,” I growl, a restless energy twitching my fingers.

I don’t have time for this.

My long legs eat up the ground between me and the side of the house. With a small leap, I’m over the low gate. Gwyllgi stalks our prey beside me, mist filling the air at her silent pants. Her glowing red eyes narrow, and she growls a warning. I grin down at my faithful companion born of battle and the blood of a long-forgotten god. Her lips lift in a grin. A small tilt of my head, and Gwyllgi takes off. She bounds across the grass, her giant paws leaving massive divots in the damp ground. The ground springs back, erasing her footprints as though magic followed in her wake. My eyebrow quirks at the hound’s playful stalk as she tracks her prey. In a low crouch, the hound creeps toward the figure, gazing through the back sliding door.

You picked the wrong house, prick. 

Gwyllgi hunkers down on her hindquarters. With incredible power and skill, the hound launches through the air. A deep, masculine scream bounces off the wooden walls of the exterior of the house as Gwyllgi’s massive jaw locks around the back of the crimson cape, floating behind the snooping vampire. His screams shut off abruptly with a wave of my hand.

“Hold him steady Gwyllgi, but don’t kill him,” I command, stalking toward the salivating hound and her prey. 

The reassuring weight of my scythe settles in my palm. I can’t help but grin at the familiar hum coursing up my arm and through my body.  

“Who are you, and why are you here?” I whisper with deadly calm.

“Release your hold on me, reaper. You have no right to hold me captive.” A deep, pained, masculine voice says from beneath the hood. 

“I don’t have time for your superior attitude, fledgling. Answer me now,” I snap, sliding his hood from his head with the tip of my scythe. 

“I am Arthur of the Dacian Priests, and you’ll release me immediately.”

With slow measured steps, I circle the fool, nodding for Gwyllgi to release her hold.

“Is that so? And tell me, why is a priest skulking around my granddaughter’s backyard?” I say with a deadly calmness settling over me. 

I study the copper-haired vampire with shining bright green irises.  

“How is that possible? Reagan can’t be your granddaughter. My sources indicated reapers can’t reproduce.” The idiot snorts.

“I don’t have time for this.” I seethe, my attention working to locate Evanee. 

Terror seizes the male when an obsidian cloak settles over my broad shoulders. A little theatrical, but it works, nonetheless. The fool’s legs buckle under him. His eyes are wide. Pale pink droplets seep beneath his pores across his brow. 

“I’ll ask one last time. Why are you at my granddaughter’s house? What are you looking for?” I grind out, my jaw stiff.  

“My lord, I was told to go in search of a reaper who resided with a human and a child. My orders were to kill the reaper, her husband, and the babe. I had no idea what she was to you.” 

Alarm speared through my heart at his confession. 

“Who gave these orders, and why?”

“They arrived by our usual messenger, my liege. We found it odd the council would order these killings. We do not meddle in reapers business, but we are at their mercy since our leader left.” The male says, his body shaking violently where he kneels.  

So, it begins.

A low note sings from the scythe in my grip, and Gwyllgi doesn’t hesitate. The hound’s giant mouth tugs and the resounding snap of the vampire’s neck echoes in the tiny backyard. The determined hound shakes her head, tugging the male’s head until it releases from his body with a wet slurp. A wet thud echoes off the exterior walls, and I frown at the head rolling to the edge of my black boots. My frown doesn’t let up as I stare at the hound. She dips her head as she realises I have no intention of keeping this creature’s head. 

Gywllgi leans forward, her heavy breath coating the gaping skull. The piercing squark of cockatoos drowns out the pops and sizzles of the creature’s flesh and bone melting. When the head is nothing but a gelatinous puddle, Gywllgi moves on to the rest of the body obediently. 

At last, the threat to my feisty granddaughter and my sweet great-granddaughter is neutralised. With a click of my fingers, the puddles ignite. An eerie blue light flickers across the walls, my flames eradicating the last of the parasite.   

Job done, my body wavers when a low whine stops me short. I look down at Gwyllgi, and she whines at me once more. 

“Oh, fine. You can come to the hospital, but there will be no chasing lingering spirits, Gwyllgi. We need to figure out what’s going on with Evanee.” 

The giant hound sidles up to my legs, her fur-covered frame reaching my mid-thigh. Satisfied she’s understood me, I sink my hand into the fur around her neck. Our frames disappear from the suburbs and solidify in the bright lights of Murder Point Bay’s emergency department. Doctors and nurses stride in and out of curtained rooms, their faces tired but professional. 

I reach within me for the golden thread linking me to Evanee. A small push of power into the link and a duplicate strand shoots out from my chest. I wind my way to the back of the area, my grip on Gwyllgi’s neck firm. We walk through the shut door to a private room at the back of the emergency department, our bodies invisible to all. 

The sight of my little Evanee lying so still at the centre of the bed is a slap in the face, forcing me to stop short. Various drips and monitors pierce her pale skin, and the dark purple bruises under her eyes are stark against her almost translucent skin. An errand tear leaks from the corner of my eye, and I dash at it. At the head of the bed, Reagan is hunched over, weeping. My once proud warrior granddaughter is a shell of her former self. Beside her, John grips her shoulders, offering what little comfort he can, despite the wetness on his pale cheeks. A loud squeak emits from the door beside me, and a doctor steps through, gripping a pale yellow chart. 

“Mr and Mrs Sheperd, I have the initial results back. I’m afraid it’s not looking good. Evanee’s body is showing clear signs of malnutrition. I understand she had a checkup with her doctor on Monday?” Reagan nods, and the doctor frowns. “Did he voice any major concerns over her deteriorating health?”

“No. He gave me a supplement shake to give to her between meals. I started it the same day I was given the script. She thinks it’s her special milkshakes.” Reagan sniffs indelicately. 

I swallow heavily at her words and look down at my precious great-granddaughter, knowing she would delight in having yummy special milkshakes. My head lifts when the doctor questions Reagan and John about their family history. John’s answers are easy and forthcoming. The longer he speaks, the more a memory niggles at the back of my mind. 

I lean forward to grip the end of the bed, gazing down at Evanee’s cupid face. Try as I might, I fail to latch onto the memory until Reagan hiccups. “I don’t know much about my family’s health history. We never had that kind of relationship, and I don’t speak to them now. I wouldn’t even be able to ask if they’ve had this happen to any of their children.” 

At last, the memory blazes, and my eyes widen. There is no time to waste. I push a command at the doctor to leave the room with Reagan and John. The trio shuffle out the door, allowing the precious girl some peace while they discuss a treatment plan.  

When at last Evanee, Gwyllgi, and I are alone, I seal the room shut. With another pulse of power the door barricades, so not even Reagan can enter. I reach out, only to draw back when I notice my shaking, callused hand. I clench it for a second before I reach out for Evanee’s forehead.

I croon to my sweet, innocent girl, stroking her forehead. “Evanee, sweet child. Can you open your eyes for Grandpa, please?” 

Her feather-soft eyelashes flutter against her cheeks as she fights to wake. “That’s it, sweet child. Grandpa just needs to ask you a question and then you can go back to sleep.” 

“Gwandpa?” Evanee’s sleepy yawn warms my withered heart. 

“I’m back, sweet child. I’m sorry I was gone for so long. Grandpa was busy at work. How are you feeling, baby girl?” I stroke her soft curls.

“Tiwed and hungwee, Gwandpa. I’m always hungwee.” She stares up into my eyes, and I smile lovingly down at her.

“That’s okay, princess. Grandpa’s going to fix that for you. Should I send Gwyllgi to get you something yummy to eat?” I incline my head to the end of the gurney where Gwyllgi now sits.

Evanee giggles softly, and it’s an effort to hear it over the beep of the insistent machine beside her bed.  

“Gwyllgi, go round up the drifters. Only the strong ones, and as many as you can. Herd them here and I’ll deal with the rest.”  

The hellhound’s short ears perk up, and she spins toward the door. With one powerful leap, the giant mastiff dives through the wall. Debris and dust explode through the emergency department. The damned hound barely leaves me enough time to halt time as she begins her hunt for lingering spirits. 

I turn to find Evanee’s dim eyes wide with surprise. This is the first time she’s seen Gwyllgi hunt. I roll my eyes exaggeratedly, hoping to soothe any fear she might have.

“Right, princess, how about I tell you a story while we wait for Gwyllgi to get you something to eat?” 

“Yes please, Gwandpa.” She’s all politeness. 

I scoop her shrinking frame into my arms, cringing at how tiny she feels in my large arms as I settle on the bed. With a wave of my hand, the white blanket lifts, then settles over us. 

“You ready?” I check.

Evanee snuggles deeper before she nods for me to proceed. 

“Once upon a time there was a beautiful goddess whose hair shone like living fire in the sun,” I begin.

“Was it Gwandma Chavas?” 

“Why, yes, it was. Now, Grandma Chavas decided she wanted to have a beautiful baby just like you, and because Grandpa loved her so much, he agreed.” I smile at the memory of Chavas’ delighted smile when she’d felt the twins’ first kicks. 

“Grandma Chavas had two babies, a girl and a boy. The little girl had beautiful red hair like her mummy. Our little boy had beautiful white curls, just like yours. But their tummies were fussy. No matter how much food Grandma Chavas gave them, they always wanted more.” 

My mind drifted to the afternoon Chavas had summoned me in a panic when the twins refused to wake from their naps. I’d solidified in the twin’s room, dread churning in my gut. Chavas had knelt at the front of their pallets, fiery tears coursing down her golden cheeks.

“Just like me, Gwandpa.” Evanee’s sleepy murmur reaches my ears.

“Just like you, sweet child. Now, Grandma Chavas and Grandpa tried to feed them all sorts of food to make them get better, but nothing worked. Until Grandpa made them a special treat. Each day, Grandpa would make these special treats for the twins. Some days it would be a cake. Other days it would be a honey and cinnamon milk.” 

“Did they get better, Gwandpa?” 

“They did, baby. They grew to have big strong muscles and pretty hair like your Mummy and Grandma Chavas. All my children, your great uncles and aunts and grandfather, grew up to be healthy, strong and smart.”

Evanee sniffs, wiping her nose with the blanket. “Gwandpa?” 

“Yes, sweet child.”

“Could you make me special tweats too?” Evanee pauses a second before she remembers to say, “Please.” 

“I most certainly can. Gwyllgi is getting Grandpa’s secret ingredients right now. Now, you close your eyes, and Grandpa will make you honey and cinnamon milk, just like Grandma Chavas gave to the twins. Would you like it hot or cold?”

“Hot, please.” 

I smile at her sweet voice and rock her gently in my arms. My eyes focus on the hole in the door intensifies as time ticks by in my head, but remains paused outside. 

Barely five minutes pass before I catch the sweet sounds of Gwyllgi’s haunting howl. From the emergency department entrance, six ghostly figures flee toward me. Fear shines within their misty eyes. She herds them into the room, and I bare my teeth at the wayward spirits who chose not to step into the beyond that awaited them. 

Seeing the hungry glint in my eyes, the spirits turn as one to flee out the way they’d entered, only to meet Gwyllgi’s snarling grin. I step from the bed, placing Evanee onto the bed. The room expands with the wave of my might and my obsidian wings flare, shielding Evanee from what she might see. I have no desire to scare her at such a tender age. Golden talons slide from beneath my fingernails. Lines of gold glitter in the air as I slash my hand through the air to bury deep in the chest of the first spirit. I withdraw a pea-sized orb while the ghost screeches horribly. Mist explodes where the ghost once stood. I pop the orb into my mouth and retrieve the remaining five spirits. All six souls sit nestled in my mouth. It’s an effort not to consume them. I’d forgotten how hard this part was. 

A copper dented mug of steaming hot milk laced with cinnamon and honey appears in my outstretched hand. Still fighting the need to swallow the souls, I depress each between my tongue and top palette. They burst against my tongue, their souls slightly bitter from their years spent haunting the halls of Murder Point Bay Hospital. With a gentle exhale, I breathe the essence of the spirit across the surface of the milk, using one of my golden talons to stir the milk. A golden glow lights the room, fighting against the artificial lights above my head. With all six souls stirred into the milk, I tuck my wings into my back. Bricks and mortar slide back into place at my command, and the wall appears as though Gwyllgi’s hulking frame never obliterated it. Another thought and time resumes its constant tick. 

“Evanee, sweet child, Gwyllgi’s back. Grandpa made you your special milk.” I beckon to her. 

Her eyes refuse to open, and I slide my taloned hand behind her head. Teeth grinding at the violent shake of my hand, I will myself to remain calm as I place the mug at her lips. My mind caresses hers, and I send a gentle command for her to drink. 

I hold the mug until she’s swallowed every drop. Outside the door, Reagan, John and the doctor talk in hushed tones, but I ignore them. I sit, waiting and watching for any sign of improvement in my sweet Evanee. 

Every thirty seconds, I re-scan her frail body, hoping the souls will be enough. If they aren’t, I’ll reap this whole fucking planet until she ingests enough souls to heal the damage done to her organs. There are other dimensions with beings with far stronger souls. I’d reap them too if need be. 

At the five-minute mark, I scan her once more. A relief so profound my knees almost buckle spreads through my body when I detect the faintest signs of regeneration sweeping through her kidneys. She’d need more souls tonight, but she will be okay. She’s more my descendant than Regan or I anticipated. 

‘The reaper in her appears to be superseding the human. My sweet Evanee’s going to have to ingest souls regularly, along with human food, if she’s to survive into adulthood.’ 

After infiltrating the doctor’s mind, I dismiss him so Reagan and John can re-enter the room. When they are once again at Evanee’s side, I step behind Reagan, careful to cloak myself.

The tips of my fingers grip my granddaughter’s shoulder and I lean forward to whisper into her ear. “She needs souls. You need to infuse souls with her milk. It should be warm and done while you’re in reaper form. She’ll need it every day until she’s eight, and then once a week after that.” I will the suggestion between the chinks in her mental armour.

I release my grip on her shoulder and step to the end of the bed. 

“Rest well, sweet child. Grandpa will see you tomorrow. Gwyllgi will stay and guard you until I return,” I whisper tenderly, nodding at the hound to jump onto the bed. 

The world blurs around me, but Evanee’s peaceful face lingers in my sight long after I leave the room.   
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I bolt upright, my eyes darting around the dark room. Erick’s broad shoulders hover in my peripheral vision, and I twist to find his weary eyes watching me. Creases line his forehead and around his tight lips.  

“Evanee, it’s okay. You’re at home. There’s no attack,” Erick whispers soothingly, his smooth hand gliding over my mid-back in large circles. 

“I remember her,” I blurt out, my voice hoarse with sleep. “I remember Gwylli.” 

Joy floods my dead heart, and I bolt from my bed, blurring to the walk-in closet to snatch at whatever shirt and pyjama pants are closest. Behind me, Erick remains seated amongst the fluffy blankets pooling around his bare waist. Confusion is now his companion. I stumble in my haste to climb into my pyjama pants, snatching a pair of long pyjama pants for Erick. Clamping them between my knees, material hisses in my ears as I drag a black shirt over my head. Pulling the pants from between my knees, I rush toward the bed, throwing Erick his pants. 

“Death,” I bellow. “Death! I know you can hear me, old man.”

“Fuck, Evanee. I’m not dressed. What the hell are you doing?” 

Erick’s arms are a blur. Thick blankets land in a heap at the end of the bed. My sire and boyfriend lunges forward to grab the pants lying in a heap at the end of the bed. Erick stumbles out of bed, only just catching himself before he lands face-first on the floor. 

I ignore him, memories of my childhood bouncing around my head. “Grandpa, get your arse in here right now!” I stomp my foot. “I know you can hear me. Don’t make me do something to get your attention, because you know I will,” I threaten. 

I wouldn’t do anything drastic, but he didn’t need to know that. 

“And what would you do to get my attention, sweet child?” Death’s drawl drifts from beside the fireplace.

“Shit!” Erick hisses, his knees buckling, so he drops heavily on the bed’s edge he’d all but fallen from.

“Getting slow there, Erick. Perhaps I should get you back in the ring again,” Death greets him silkily.

“Slow? Hell, you’re lucky I’m dressed at all, old man. Your great-granddaughter may as well have teleported from the bed five seconds ago. I only just got my pants on,” Erick grumps.

“My, my, someone’s a bit testy when they wake up,” Death taunts.

“Will you two shut it?” I snap, impatient to ask my question.

My great-grandfather’s mesmerising white and obsidian irises snap to where I stand, no doubt looking like I’d been dragged backwards through a bush. His brows furrow at my appearance and he rises to his full 6’1” height, his broad shoulders squaring. 

“What’s wrong, Evanee?” The old god’s power expands to seek whatever threat he thinks I’ve detected. 

“Where is she?” I bounce from foot to foot, and Grandfather frowns along with Erick.

“Where’s who, Evanee?” Grandfather steps toward me. 

“Gwylli. Where’s Gwyllgi?” Excitement courses through me. 

Grandfather’s white eyebrows rise in astonishment, but a small smile tugs at the corner of his lips. 

“Where is she, Grandpa? Tell me she’s still alive?” I beseech, calling him a name I’d only used during my childhood. 

The old god’s jaw drops. It would have been comical if I wasn’t so desperate to see my old friend.

“You’ve not called me that since you were a little girl.”

“I’ll call you whatever you want me to. Just tell me where she is?” I beg, dancing from foot to foot, and wringing my hands. 

“Who’s she talking about?” Erick asks, bewildered.

“Her,” is all Grandfather utters before a deep growl tumbles through the room. 

I spin to the open bathroom door, my eyes catching on the shining red ones glowing at me from within. 

“Holy fuck!” Erick’s tall, broad shoulders appear in front of me. His long arms stretch out to keep me from stepping around him. 

A chuckle lodges in my throat at his protectiveness. A menacing growl emanates from the bathroom, and I clear my throat. 

I pat Erick’s back reassuringly. “Erick, I need you to move, please. It’s okay.” 

When his body refuses to budge, my gaze lifts to the roof in exasperation. I step around my boyfriend in time to watch shadows solidify within the darkness of our ensuite. Steam puffs from the shadows and I stumble forward, a happy squeak escaping my lips. The hellhound launches from the shadows, bounding across the wooden floor and into my arms. My arse hits the floor hard, but I’m too busy laughing to notice. A pink, wet tongue licks the length of my face. I laugh harder when Gwyllgi’s wet nose nudges my cheek. 

My slender arms circle the giant mastiff’s neck, holding on tight. The bang of the bedroom doors exploding inward draws our attention, and I watch Jordan and my mother barrel in. Their magic races across the room, searching for whatever threat they’d detected. Vampire and reaper stop short, gaping at me on my back, my arms locked around the now snarling hellhound’s neck. 

Gwyllgi steps over my body, baring her teeth at Jordan and my mother. 

“It’s okay girl. It’s only Mum and Jordan. They’re family,” I soothe her, patting her taut belly. 

I rise to kneel beside her, and I hug her tight. My eyes drift shut for a moment at the warmth emanating from my childhood friend.  

My eyelids lift and I giggle at the horror on Mum’s and Jordan’s face. Behind them, Tristan skids to a stop. 

“Let me guess, you felt Erick’s mini freak-out session and made a beeline for the house thinking he was on death’s door?” I smirk at Tristan. 

I watch Erick’s second-in-command fight the urge to palm his face. Instead, Tristan settles on a chastising frown. He steps around Jordan and Mum, his lavender gaze focused on the huge mastiff at the bedroom’s centre.

“Why is Gwyllgi in your bedroom?” Tristan approaches the hellhound, his hand extended in a display of peace and dominance. 

My faithful friend sniffs inquisitively at Tristan’s hand. Gwyllgi’s tongue darts a quick lick of greeting across the open palm. The massive hound smiles up at Tristan, who returns her grin. 

“That’s Gwyllgi? The Black Hound of Destiny,” Jordan croaks, his mouth dropping open. 

“The same.” Grandfather chuckles. “It would seem she’s missed you, Evanee.”

“She’s not the only one. Hey, sweet girl,” I coo at the red-eyed mastiff. 

I rise, ruffling her giant head, and step back. I watch her studying me and can’t help but wonder if she still remembers our game from my childhood. 

Her red eyes glow brightly, and she growls affectionately at me. When I hunch, she drops her head to the carpet, her eyes darting to the side as though she were trying to track my movements covertly. I’d never noticed it as a child. I sprint behind the desk, tucking into the corner of the master suite, and duck down. Hidden, I clap once and wait for her to come and find me. Gwyllgi’s howl rolls through the room, the sound drifting throughout the manor, her warning she’s hunting for me. A foolish grin spreads across my face, and I give a little scream when her full weight lands on top of the desk. An ominous crack emits from beneath her paws as the desk struggles to hold her weight. Jumping up, my laughter is carefree and my heart is full. 

“Oh, who’s a good girl? I missed you so much.” I sniffle, dashing at an errant tear. 

Grandfather shakes his head. “She’s not been the same since I commanded her back to my side.” 

“Why did you take her from me?” I murmur and then shove my face into the side of her furry neck. 

“Um, excuse me. I think the more important question is when was there a hellhound in my house around my child?” Mum shrieks.

“Gwylli used to sleep at the end of my bed every night until I hit high school.” I frown at my mother. “Don’t you remember me telling you I was playing hide-and-seek with Gwylli as a child?” 

“I remember you saying you were playing with the puppy dog as a child, but I sure as hell never saw signs of a giant mastiff running around my house or yard.” Mum fumes, her blazing eyes narrowing the longer she stares at my grandfather. 

The old god lifts his hands in surrender while he tries and fails to look innocent. 

“I simply wanted to make sure you two had protection. Gwyllgi is exceptional at guarding, and she’s fantastic at hunting.”

“I’ll bet she is,” Jordan snorts, his shoulders still tense. 

“Relax, Jordan. She won’t hunt you unless my grandfather commands it,” I reassure him, my eyes still on Gwyllgi.

“Gee, thanks,” Jordan hisses. 

“She’s right, big fella. You’d know if Gwyllgi were here hunting you. You’d have her shining teeth snapping at your gaping face,” Tristan drawls.

I don’t need to look to know Jordan is giving Tristan the one-finger salute. 

“Gwyllgi was there the night I went to the hospital,” I mumble, my eyes gazing into her happy, shining orbs. “She’s the one who called Grandpa back when my body gave out.” 

“You remember then?” Grandfather’s shoulders sag as though some invisible weight has lifted from them. 

“I do. We were having a tea party two days before I ended up in hospital,” I smile fondly, replaying the memory.

“Tea party? Do you mean he took you to a high tea in France without me knowing?”

Mum’s yell could crack glass, if she needed it to.

I seek my grandfather’s stare, and I grin. “No. He sat at my little wooden table with me and my teddy bears and had a tea party with us. He used to sneak in the most delicious chocolate and caramel cupcakes. I had my first taste of baklava at our tea parties.” 

Grandfather’s deep chuckle echoes around the room. The mastiff jumps from the desk. Gwyllgi’s paws pad softly across the wooden floor. She doesn’t stop until she reaches Erick’s legs where she promptly sits waiting to see what he decides. Still tense, Erick extends his hand for the hound to sniff. She licks him once. Satisfied he isn’t a threat, Gwyllgi brushes past him to hop on the edge of the bed, where she circles once and lies down to take a nap. 

“Your button nose scrunched up so hard, I thought it might stay that way. You weren’t a fan. All you wanted was your chocolate cupcake.” Grandfather’s eyes glow at the memory. 

“You used to summon a miniature unicorn for me to ride,” I recall.

“I did indeed.” My grandfather stares at Mum. “It was a sparkling miniature unicorn no taller than her. We used to drink honey and cinnamon milk at our tea parties.” He says with a broad grin. 

“So that’s where she got her love of her special milk from. Do you have any idea how many tantrums she threw when I got the mixture wrong? It took me months before I finally got the ratio right,” Mum cries, a faint pink smattering her pale cheeks. 

I looked at Erick observing the exchange, his neutral mask now in place. 

‘You okay, sexy?’

‘I have a hellhound sleeping on my bed behind me. Death’s joking about tea parties and glitter unicorns, and your mother’s about to go nuclear in our bedroom. I’m not sure okay sums up what I’m feeling.’ 

‘It was a sparkling miniature unicorn,’ I tease.

Erick’s emerald eyes glow and he growls softly at me. Behind him, Gwyllgi’s ears flick, and her sleepy gaze darts to his back, but she remains where she is.

‘I won’t lie, though. This is the happiest I’ve seen you in months. If Gwyllgi’s what it takes to make you smile like that, then she can have my half of the bed if she needs it.’ He says with a sad smile. 

It hurts my heart to know he thinks I’m unhappy. 

The bickering flows around me, and I tune it out. I slide my arms around Erick’s neck, rising on my tippy toes to reach his lips. Our lips meet in a feather-light kiss before I pull back to gaze at him.

‘You make me happy. It’s because of you I remember treasured moments from my childhood. Which reminds me, I have a bone to pick with a certain god.’ 

“Do you want to tell me why you blocked so many memories from my childhood?” I speak over the bickering in the room. 

I focus on Erick’s emerald irises, tracking the specks of garnet swirling in their depths. The garnet had once been motionless specks, but thanks to our shared blood bond and my full conversion nearly six months ago, they now swirl. 

Behind me, the room plummets into silence. I remain staring at the man who has anchored and calmed me in a way no other person could. Now that Gwyllgi’s here, chunks of precious missing memories resurface. I ache at the love and happiness ripped from me without my consent.

The pads of my fingers stroke at the back of Erick’s head. He continues to hold me close, his hand softly rubbing my lower back. Erick’s mind brushes against mine, a reminder he’s here, and he isn’t going anywhere. Since Tristan’s revelation about how he’d been the one to write the prophecy, I’d worked hard to remove the emotional and mental barriers I’d erected subconsciously since my teens. Erick still has no clue his second-in-command wrote the prophecy that brought us together. 

Note to self. Chat with Tristan, he needs to be honest with Erick.  

“Well, the Grandpa didn’t last long.” Grandfather sighs heavily. “It was the only way I thought I could keep you safe.” His broad shoulders appear in my peripheral vision. 

He finds a small spot beside Gwyllgi on the bed and drops heavily on the mattress. Gwyllgi sidles up to the god she’s called owner since her birth and drops her head on his lap. Grandfather spears his fingers through her fur, seeking comfort. 

My throat tightens, and I force myself to ask, “When did you stop ripping the memories from my mind?”

Grandfather flinches, but his grim expression remains unchanged. “When I felt it was safe to stop supplementing your diet.” 

“You were supplementing her meals. By how much?” Mum gapes.

“At first, she needed an additional three souls daily on top of the two you infused with her milk. Once she hit five, she needed an additional ten souls on top of the five souls you were feeding her. I stopped once she hit thirteen, and her body thrived on a steady human diet and the one or two souls you provided her each year. Her mind was proving harder to cloud once she hit puberty.” Grandfather says matter-of-factly. 

It takes a minute for me to realise I’ve been ingesting souls regularly since I was a toddler. 

My hands fist in Erick’s hair, and he leans forward to brush his mouth to my ear. “Steady, baby.” 

“I begged for your help countless times when she was sick,” Mum screeches. Tears of rage spilling down her cheeks. “I prayed daily, and you never answered me.”  

“I heard every one of your prayers, Reagan. But for your safety and Evanee’s, I couldn’t show myself. I did what I could for the two of you the only way I knew how. I stayed away from my sons and daughters to watch over the two of you.” Grandfather snaps, his power darkening the master suite.

“Oh, don’t give me that crap, Grand-père. You left them long before I left Paris and had Evanee.” Mum’s reprimands Grandfather, and I’m surprised when I don’t hear the snap of a whip. 

I fight a smile. I’d been on the receiving end of her reprimands more times than I could count. It’s refreshing to hear it used on someone other than me.

A snarl from my mother meets my grandfather’s low growl. Darkness claws its way from the corners of the room, inching to where we stand at the centre of the room. The cries of the damned trapped in purgatory slice at the air, their invisible hands trying to find purchase in the wood beneath and around my mother’s trembling body. A battle of all battles is about to erupt. They’ll tear the house from its foundations and harm the innocents housed within if I don’t step in.  

Jordan’s imposing body shadows Mum’s from behind, his hand at the centre of her back, much like Erick’s on mine. They’re striking beside each other. My mother’s milk-white skin and glittering snow-white hair stand out beside Jordan’s raven locks and russet skin. 

“At least you all know where I get my temper from.” An indelicate snort escapes my compressed lips and my gaze locks with Tristan’s amused one.

“Oh, I’m well acquainted with the All-Father’s temperament. Morrigan, sorry, Chavas’ temper could be just as lethal,” he drawls. 

When my grandfather and mother continue to stare daggers at each other, I drop my head to Erick’s shoulder. 

The black door in my mind rattles and moans behind the pressure to contain my magic. With a shrug, my hold on the door release and a dense fog fills my mind. Obsidian and electric blue lightning disperse at random intervals within the churning mass. The space between my shoulder blades itches and stretches against the pressure of my wings, begging for freedom. This isn’t the time to free them. 

‘Later,’ I promise.  

I lift my heavy head to stare into Erick’s swirling eyes and snap, “Enough.” 

The darkness at the edge of Tristan’s heels obliterates, and the soft light of the dulled downlights fills the room once more. The cries of the damned rise in protest but retreat to my mother.

My gaze shifts to my grandfather sitting at the edge of our bed. He frowns up at me, his lips parting.
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