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        With the town magic gone awry, one undead woman must uncover the truth before it kills them all…

      

        

      
        Rose Callahand's life is full of secrets—including her own past. 

      

        

      
        Now her hometown of Hope—spared from the cataclysmic Merge three hundred years ago by four wizards—is in peril.

      

        

      
        The magic that protects it under a shield is warping, harming those it was meant to 

        protect.

      

        

      
        Rose is entrusted with a magical necklace, which if reunited with its sister necklace 

        on the other side of the shield would remove the protective barrier and banish the twisted magic.

      

        

      
        Her mission fails, the necklace lost, but her memories are unlocked, bringing to light a staggering secret—Rose is undead.

      

        

      
        With someone working against her and her friends on their quest to save the city, Rose must discover the hidden truths and unravel the twisted magic threatening everyone.

      

        

      
        Or “die” trying…

      

        

      
        Thorn of the Rose is the standalone, second book in the thrilling Merged Series. Fall into a world of magic and mortals and unlock the secrets people have died to keep hidden…

      

      

      

      
        
        Trigger warning:

        This book contains death, violence, and self-defense that ends in death.
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            ROSE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dawn, Primum second, 295 years post-Merge

      

      

      

      Rose Callahand opened her eyes. The shield protecting the town of Hope glimmered like a soap bubble. She'd made it through. Relief filled her chest with warmth. Her mission still had a chance.

      She didn't remember actually crossing the shield. Her last memory was touching the shield at high sun, but now the dew on the grass and the first hint of light made everything seem gray. Had it taken all afternoon and night to cross? She shivered. The trees loomed above her. Nothing moved. The silence weighed her down.

      Mistress Yaneli had determined that the shield was corrupted and was the reason for the sicknesses running rampant through Hope. Rose's mission seemed simple: take the stone necklace with the fire symbol to the man who would be waiting for her outside of the shield. Giving him the stone would allow him to break the shield around Hope.

      Rose got to her knees and touched her neck where the stone should be.

      There was no necklace.

      Panic added a beat to her heart. Had she lost it? She slapped at her pockets. Nothing. Without it, her mission was a failure and her girls were in danger. Fear and failure crept up her back. The panic doubled.

      No, she couldn't have failed.

      The silver stone had been on a piece of twine. Perhaps the twine had broken in the crossing. She scanned the ground near her and saw a glimmer of gold.  A different necklace with a thin gold chain and a locket sat in the grass. It wasn't what she was looking for, but she picked it up anyway.

      The necklace stung her finger. Pain radiated up her hand, making it clench on the chain. The pain passed after a moment, leaving her dizzy. Someone else must have lost this necklace; she could try to return it.

      Rose put on the chain. A strong urge to open the locket tightened her fingers. She ran her fingertip along the seam. The urge she felt was unnatural in its strength. The mission was more important than what was inside the locket. She would look inside later after looking for the stone necklace.

      She dropped the locket, and when it hit her chest, a sudden foreboding struck her along with the sense that once she opened the locket, she would never be able to put back what she released into the world. This was her Pandora's Box. She shook her head to dispel the feeling. The mission and her girls were more important.

      As she searched more ground around her, she resisted the urge to look inside the locket. But the necklace warmed against her chest and pulled at her imagination. What would be within it? Could it help her find the stone and salvage her mission? Could it help her protect her girls from Mistress Yaneli?

      The last thought brought her up short. There was much she would risk, including this mission for Mistress Yaneli, to protect her daughters.

      Finally, she opened the locket, revealing a photo of her two daughters grinning at the camera with their brown hair curling around their faces. She didn't remember taking such a picture. On the other side was engraved, "So we can see those we have lost". The dizziness returned, her chest burned, and she leaned heavily on one arm.

      Suddenly, the knowledge that her daughters were dead hit her in the heart. My girls are dead. Loss, sadness, and regret throttled her heart, squeezing it until she couldn't breathe.

      Hope had killed her girls. She was sure of that. The thought echoed in her head and fear rose from her burning chest. Overwhelming, crushing fear brought tears to her eyes and blurred the world. She had to get away from Hope and never go back.

      Rose stumbled to her feet, gasping for breath. The smell of the loam with its hint of decayed leaves filled her nose.

      Hope was behind her, so she scrambled forward.

      She stumbled, landing hard against a tree. The bark was rough against her fingers. Her breath caught in her lungs, producing short, choppy sobs in her throat.

      She pushed forward blindly, tripping over something, then she toppled. The ground rushed up to meet her. Dirt dusted her mouth and pain lanced her hands and knees. She had to keep moving. The desperate urge to distance herself from Hope spurred her forward.

      Rose crawled.

      The sound of her own breathing echoed in her ears. She crawled until the ground gave way in front of her, and she tumbled forward and landed hard. The fear loosened its hold on her chest, but it still stalked too close.

      She took a pull of cool air and worked to calm herself.

      A crunch sounded next to her. She opened her eyes to a pair of boots. Crouched next to her was a young man with scars covering his face. The man tilted his head, evaluating her with eyes that seemed far older than his young appearance. "Are you okay?"

      She nodded even though she wasn't sure if it was true. The fear was still there in the back of her mind. It was smaller and more manageable. But the sense of grief from losing her girls still weighed her down. She tucked the necklace under her shirt and tried to focus on survival. She couldn't go back to Hope. Even thinking the town's name brought the fear closer.

      "Need help standing?" His gaze traveled from her skinned knees to her nose and eyes. His scarred face twisted with sympathy. He had the look of a man who was distressed by a crying woman.

      "At some point." She lifted her chin even as the tears fell down her cheeks. She didn't feel threatened by him, but the wretched sadness that crawled up her back made her glad she wasn't alone.

      He handed her a handkerchief and looked away, giving her some privacy.

      She blotted her face and then blew her nose, taking her time to evaluate him. Everything said that this man could be trusted. She took a breath and worked to lock down her feelings. It had been a long time since she'd been this out of control.

      "I'm Joshua Lighthouse," he said as he sat next to her on the ground. He dug into his pack. He pulled out something wrapped in leather and offered it to her.

      The food smelled of strange spices and it made her mouth water. How long had it been since she'd eaten? She took the food. "Thank you."

      She took a bite and focused on the spice. Since she had failed her mission and didn't want to go back to Hope, she needed a place to stay and a job. "Is there a town nearby?"

      She'd already decided that there must be. Joshua didn't look like a farmer or a huntsman.

      "New Nadezhda is near." His brow furrowed, but he didn't ask her where she was from.

      "What sort of skills do they value there?" she asked. Since she was one of the few non-magical people from Ho—her hometown. If this new town only valued magic, she could be in trouble.

      He shrugged. "What are you good at?"

      "I know Hapkido." Seeing his blank expression, she added, "It's a fighting style."

      He nodded, looking thoughtful. "I could use some back-up on what I'm currently working on."

      Rose evaluated his face. She'd always had a sense for knowing when people were lying. Joshua was not lying. He could use the help. She didn't have many options, and he had been kind. Perhaps she could prove she was more than a sobbing woman.

      "What do we need to do?" she asked.

      "There is a vampire near here who has been killing in the city. I'm here to persuade him to stop." Joshua said it calmly, like it was a normal day for him to walk into a vampire's lair.

      She studied his expression and the way he held himself. He acted as if he believed vampires were real.

      "Do vampires really exist?"

      Joshua nodded. "They do."

      She thought about everything she had seen and heard about the myth of vampires. "So, he's undead, and only a stake through the heart can stop him?"

      "There are other ways, but that's the most reliable one. I also have this." He pulled out a vial. "This has holy water and other things and will harm the undead." He tucked the bottle back into his bag.

      Even though he seemed to be telling the truth, she still thought he must be joking. There was no such thing as a vampire. Was there?

      His face and everything about him supported his words. The shield had been put up to protect Hope hundreds of years ago. Could it have been used to prevent things like vampires from entering Hope? Was that what Hope's founders had seen, what caused them to put up a wall? Why hadn't New Nadezhda put up a shield?

      "I'll go, but I have questions."

      "Shoot." He led her along a path near the edge of the woods.

      How else was this world like Hope? "Are there many mages in the city?"

      "Some. Mages are relatively rare."

      Hope was full of mages. She and Max had been two of only a handful of people without magic. "And are there many creatures like the vampire here?"

      Joshua raised an eyebrow at her. "Yes, there are many types of undead. Most are not intelligent. Vampires are." His tone had stayed even, but something about the slight downward curve of his mouth made her think Joshua didn't like the undead.

      "Are there other things?"

      "All the creatures from Earth came into this world with the Merge." His face twisted as if he was remembering something unpleasant.

      She followed Joshua, barely keeping track of where they were going.

      The shield had protected Hope from the Merge. She would have to get used to many different creatures. She hadn't read much about fairytales. That had been more Max and her husband's thing. The ache of grief closed her throat for a moment. She forced the emotions away.

      "We're here," Joshua whispered.

      A small tower, perhaps two stories high, squatted in a clearing. It didn't seem to have any windows. But that made sense. Didn't vampires have an issue with the sun? The surrounding vegetation looked like it belonged in a fairytale, dark and twisted and full of thorns.

      "One of the agents at the Human Protection Agency, the HPA, swears he got in a killing blow when he rescued the woman the vampire was trying to kill." He turned back to look at her. "Sorry, I had forgotten you were without a weapon." He handed her a long dagger.

      She took it, did a practice swing, and assumed her first stance. The dagger was a few inches shorter than the sword she had trained with, but would work.

      Joshua grinned at her. "Ready?"

      She nodded.

      At Joshua's touch, the door creaked open. The smell of decay tickled her nose.

      Joshua lit a torch. The room seemed to be the full length of the tower. A staircase extended down into murky darkness and up to the next level.

      The smell of decay was stronger up here. "Which way?" she whispered.

      Joshua pointed down.

      The first stirring of unease hit her. She knew what he was hunting was upstairs, but perhaps he had a reason to go down? She wasn't sure, so she kept quiet.

      Rose crept behind him, trying to make no sound.

      "Why are you with the human?" The voice in her head sounded male and old.

      Her heart picked up speed. She'd never heard a voice in her head before.

      Something pungent clogged her nose. The sense she and Joshua were heading into a trap pressed on her chest. She grabbed Joshua's shoulder.

      He stopped and glanced back. "What's wrong?"

      "The vampire is upstairs..." She wasn't sure how to explain that going down was a trap or that she knew the vampire was upstairs. But she did. She was confident in her conclusions.

      He glanced down for a moment. His breathing changed, and then all the color left his face. He took a shuddery breath. "Go back," he mouthed.

      She went back up the stairs, and then Joshua led again, going up to the second floor.

      The room was almost as dark as the room below, which made sense if there were no windows. It would be like a big cave.

      A massive bed was just visible in the gloom. The decaying smell came from the bed.

      Joshua lit a torch and brought it to the bed. The man who lay in the bed was desiccated. Dry skin stretched across his bones. A gaping wound lay open on his chest, but the wound didn't bleed.

      "Lighthouse. Come to put me out of my misery?" the man hissed.

      "If you agreed to not harm humans, I'd have no issue with you."

      "You wish me to starve." The man leapt out of the bed, flying toward Joshua.

      Joshua's first arrow hit the vampire in the throat, but the second went wide. It was enough. The vampire slowly disintegrated.

      "He will kill you, too, when he finds out." The old male voice reverberated in her head. It must have been the vampire.

      The words in her head confused her. Why would Joshua kill her? She wasn't undead.

      She retrieved the arrow that had misfired. The shaft was sticky. She touched it and pain shot through her fingertip. She dropped the arrow. "You have poison arrows?"

      Joshua raised the torch to look around the room. "Don't worry. It only affects the undead."

      Rose's stomach dropped. "What do you mean?" She glanced at her fingers, which still stung.

      Joshua picked up the arrow. "The potion I showed you earlier. Only affects undead. In fact, I can use it to heal myself." He touched the sticky part to a slight cut he had on his arm, and the cut healed.

      Rose's heart thudded. If Joshua was right, that would make her an undead. Confusion and panic made the words stick in her throat.

      "Come on. The thing in the basement should be weaker now that its master is dead." Joshua walked down the stairs.

      Rose hesitated. The room should be dark with Joshua and his torch downstairs, and yet she could see the room as if it held dim light. She had smelled the vampire and he had known she was undead. She had no idea how she had become undead. Chills raced up her back and down her arms. She looked at her fingertips. The potion had blackened the ends, but the color slowly returned to them.

      Did it mean she was an undead?

      Joshua's yelp broke her out of her circling thoughts. He was in trouble.

      She raced down the two sets of stairs and on the far side saw Joshua prone on the floor. A dark shape leaned over his legs. She could see bands around Joshua's legs. There must have been a trap he had triggered.

      The dark shape leaned closer and moved a hand to the back of Joshua's neck, and Joshua yelped in pain.

      Rose swung at the monster, slashing through the arm that touched Joshua. The arm rolled away and dissipated in a cloud of smoke. The monster turned toward her. The head was all mouth filled with serrated teeth. It had no eyes and four arms that ended in tentacled fingers. She had no idea what it was, but it wasn't friendly.

      It leapt at her, and she swung and dodged out of the way. The monster shrieked and fell away.

      Rose rolled Joshua over. His face was gray, and his eyes were half closed. Black smoke surrounded his face, and he breathed it in with each inhale.

      His eyes fluttered open. "Not...too...late, get...me...sunshine." He slumped.

      Rose knew if she were alive, she wouldn't be able to carry him up the stairs and out into the sunshine as he wished.

      But if she were undead, then she might be able to.

      She lifted Joshua easily to her shoulder and carried him out into the sunshine. It only took a moment to lean him up against the stonewall of the tower. The sunlight pushed away the darkness that had gathered in his face.

      His eyes snapped open, and he leaned over, coughing out more black smoke. His eyes were dilated and wide. She could hear his heart hammering as if he had run a marathon.

      "It's okay. You're safe. We're outside." Rose sat next to him and rubbed his back.

      He swallowed and nodded. "Y-you saved my life."

      She had saved his life. She had saved a man who may hate that she was undead. Did it even matter how it had happened? With everything she'd lost, would her being undead make any difference? She still had no idea what was outside of the shield or how she would fit into it.

      Joshua gazed at the woods. It was obvious he was thinking hard about something. "The HPA is looking for agents. Know anyone who might be interested?"

      "I might." She needed to figure out what her next step was. She had nowhere to go and knew no one. Her mission was a bust. Her girls were already dead. She closed her eyes against the pain and pushed those thoughts away. What she needed was a purpose.

      "What does the HPA stand for?"

      "Human Protection Agency. We protect those humans who cannot protect themselves from the other creatures who would prey on them."

      The idea that she could protect others was appealing. That would give her a purpose and aligned with her beliefs.

      "I know someone who might be interested." She smiled at him.

      Joshua searched her face and grinned back. "I can take you now."
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        Dawn, Primum second, 300 years post-Merge

      

      

      
        
        Five years later...

      

      

      Rose leaned against the wall in her favorite shop and clenched her locket in her hand. The delicate gold chain dug into her fingers. The pain gave her something to think about besides her predicament. The Human Protection Agency was closed, because it had been infiltrated by a group wanting to UnMerge the worlds. Hopefully the HPA would open again soon. That was another story, but the lack of work left her at loose ends. She had too much time on her hands to think.

      She needed a mission to distract her from the constant ache in her heart. Her girls were dead because she'd failed them.

      The weight of that fact pressed on her chest, making it hard to breathe.

      When she felt her worst was usually when her conditions surfaced. She waited for the chorus of voices to beg her to free them. She had no idea who they were, what they needed to be freed from, or if they were even real. Even worse, she had no idea when the eerie feeling of being watched by something malevolent would punch her in her gut. Something evil had been seeking her since she got to this city. She wasn't sure if the evil seeking her was related to the voices. Today, though, she felt nothing. Glenn's potion was still working.

      "Were you interested in anything, Miss?" The dark-haired human smiled at her.

      She snapped out of her circling thoughts and realized she'd been staring at a particularly ugly wrap. It was green, orange, gold, and purple, and not anything she would ever wear.

      She smiled at the vendor, backing away from his stall. "No, thank you."

      She stepped back into the crowd. She'd been wandering since morning, lost in her own thoughts, and hadn't realized how full the market had become.

      Even the balconies of the apartments above the stalls overflowed with people.

      Rose dodged a man calling out his wares on the edge of the street. Not only was the market packed with people, but they expanded into the narrower residential streets.

      Music played and people danced. The day-loving creatures, like shifters, elves, and aeros, mixed and mingled at the market. Colorful fabric canopied the street, making everything look festive. The hawkers shouted their wares, and people packed together.

      She was alone in the crowd. The only one not celebrating.

      A pixie buzzed by, which drew her attention to the royal blue coat of the city guard standing at the corner. He looked at ease watching the throng. She gave in to her curiosity. It was rare for New Nadezhda's residents to be so jubilant.

      "How long has this been going on?" Rose waved her hand toward the people.

      "It's been like this since a few nights ago when the orange lines were in the sky."

      She hadn't realized other people had known how close they all were to dying. She knew the orange lines were the seams of the world being pulled apart. The attempt to UnMerge the worlds had been thwarted by her boss at the HPA, Joshua, and his new girlfriend Serene. That also meant that this crowd was going nowhere fast.

      To her right, a familiar cloak caught her attention. She'd seen that cloak every time she'd gone to Daniel's place. He must be out on official business, or he wouldn't be in his Master Phil disguise. People respected an older lone wolf who was a healer over a younger wolf. Her chest warmed. He had become her first friend who knew exactly what she was and didn't care. Their friendship, although only a week old, was cemented with the time they'd been quarantined together. She and Serene had brought an ailing Max to Daniel. He had recognized that Rose and Max were both contagious and prevented her from spreading it. Max had been unconscious and close to death. Daniel had almost died in the process.

      He was fast, and it took her a moment to locate him in the shifting crowd. She caught up to him in front of a shop. The set of his body put her on edge. Something was wrong.

      The shop looked like a typical herb, spice, and seed shop. Colorful canopies protected the wares on display from direct sunlight. On the shelves were wrapped bags of pre-measured dried herbs and spices, and seedlings in gift pots. The faint smell of loam hinted that the interior was probably enchanted to keep the products fresh.

      The man sat behind the counter and looked as if he could reach the packets on the top shelf with his long skinny arms. The green tunic he wore meant he could also prescribe remedies for ailments. Nothing she saw explained the tightness in Daniel's shoulders.

      "Are you sure you don't have any?" Daniel asked. His voice was mild and even, but Rose thought she detected an undertone of desperation.

      "No." The vendor, looking snide, crossed his arms.

      Rose came closer. She needed to use his disguise name. "Master Phil." She nodded her head in respect. "Anything I can help you with?"

      Master Phil pointed at a packet on the third shelf behind the man. "I need some White Thorn."

      Rose saw the white tag that clearly read White Thorn. "Is there a problem?"

      The man made a face of distaste. "I don't sell to his kind."

      "Well-known healers are a problem?" Rose asked, using her most innocent voice. She resisted the urge to punch the guy. Despite the fact that most of them thought little of packless shifters, Daniel had to be one of the best people she'd ever met. He'd dedicated his life to helping others. There were old-wives' tales that a shifter not in a pack was unstable. Add wolf and young male to the mix and folks thought he might explode at any time. If he were mated and had that bond, they would feel differently, but he was unattached.

      "I would not normally come here. I am well aware of how he feels, but he's the only vendor on this side of the river who has White Thorn in stock." By his expression, Rose knew Daniel was very worried about a patient.

      The man opened his mouth to give a retort when a scream erupted from the crowd.

      A high-pitched, wailing female voice cried, "My baby! Undead have my baby!"

      Adrenaline spiked in Rose's body.

      Daniel lifted his nose to the air. "Over there."

      Rose followed the sickly-sweet scent of decay around the corner. City Guards in blue had the crowd pushed back. One of them nodded at Rose, seeming to recognize she was from the HPA. The guards were smart to hold onlookers back. They would bring in a specialist to deal with the zombies. The undead were, at best, second-class citizens. At worst, they were hunted and killed.

      A zombie bite or sometimes even a scratch and most creatures would be transformed into a zombie. The only reason people weren't completely freaked out was that zombies were dumb and generally easy to avoid. But they were always hungry.

      The baby didn't have time for the specialists to arrive, so Rose had to intervene.

      She followed the scent down the side street which dead-ended into a circle with a grassy area between houses. The zombie closest to the entrance turned and snarled. One pulled items out of a baby carriage, sending blankets flying. The third zombie grasped a baby barely old enough to hold its head up. The zombie's mouth opened, and he leaned toward the baby's head.

      Horror chilled her. She jumped forward, drawing both her daggers.

      Daniel charged the growling zombie in wolf form, opening up her path to the baby. Thank goddess he was such a fast shifter. She'd seen others take a full minute.

      The zombie took the baby in its jaw.

      She wasn't going to make it. "No! Put her back!" she bellowed as she leapt forward.

      The zombie snorted and pulled the baby from his mouth. "Sorry."

      Rose's momentum brought her close to the zombie. She took off his head and released the blade to snatch the baby. Then she turned and sliced his arm off, dropping the blade. Her instructor would've been irate with her, but it was the only way to catch the wailing baby. She pulled the baby to her chest as she rolled out of danger.

      The sound of Daniel dispatching the other zombie eased some of her tension.

      She turned the baby over, who was still sniffling, to see if she'd been hurt. The baby looked at her with big brown, red-rimmed eyes and wailed. Her little body stiffened, and her mouth opened wide.

      Daniel, now in human form, slipped on his robe. Once he was dressed, he took the baby from her to examine. The baby stopped crying. "She's fine. Let's take her to her mom."

      Rose let him take the lead, holding back. Had the zombie stopped at her command? Had it said sorry to her? She rubbed her head and hoped the voices wouldn't come back. Fear and unease tightened her stomach.

      Rose knew which one was the mom because it took two guards to hold her back and her face was a frantic mess of tears. Her gaze snagged on Daniel holding her baby. "You saved her!"

      The men let her go, and she snatched the baby from Daniel, hugging her close. "Thank-you-thank-you-thank-you." The rest was lost when she kissed the baby's head.

      "No thanks are necessary, ma'am. Can you tell me where they came from?" Daniel asked.

      The mom pointed to a smaller adjacent alley, which looked more like a shadow than an alley. Rose's heart dropped. There was probably a grate between houses. The system was archaic and only in some parts of town. Could a zombie make it up such a tunnel?

      She walked down the buildings on each side of the alley, which almost brushed her shoulders as she walked. The alley smelled like garbage, but not like undead.

      It ended after ten feet. There were no doors, just some windows above that the residents used to empty chamber pots. The sewer cover was propped open with a stick, which left just enough space for a person to crawl through.

      The crunch of a boot alerted her to Daniel behind her. She spun to confirm.

      "Have you ever heard of zombies coming out of sewers?" Rose asked.

      "No, never. They usually aren't coordinated enough." Daniel scanned the alley.

      Rose leaned to look down the entrance. She couldn't smell the undead over the rest of the garbage and waste smell. "I don't think I can track them." It was unusual to have an undead in this part of town. Having three of them working together wasn't a good sign.

      "We should shut the cover and report it," Daniel said.

      Rose got the cover back on and stepped back in time to avoid being splashed by a chamber pot. "Let's get out of here."

      The market crowd was still almost as thick as before the cry of zombies, if not for the extra City Guard blue, she'd have no idea anything had been wrong.

      Daniel seemed to shake himself. "I still need to find that White Thorn."

      "What's going on?" Whoever was sick must be in dire need.

      "It's Max. He took a downward turn an hour ago. If I can't get the right ingredients to him by nightfall he'll die," Daniel said.

      Rose's stomach plunged. Daniel had been able to stabilize Max, but hadn't found the key to helping him. The gunk that had been pumped into his body had been meant to turn Max into a Streg, one of the vicious undead that had been terrorizing the city. They were usually lost to blood lust and murder, but someone had been able to control them.

      She had no idea if Max had been targeted, or if he had been a random victim. There was something about Max that seemed so familiar. She'd been drawn to find out more about him, as if he were an old friend she'd forgotten. It was one of the many reasons she helped Serene rescue him from the cemetery. It had only been a few days since they had liberated Max. "What can I do?"

      "There's another vendor in West Market that sells White Thorn." He waved his hands at the press of people clogging the streets. "I can't afford to waste time getting through this crowd."

      "You can shift into a wolf, you should have no…" She looked at the set of his shoulders and realized this other vendor must also not like packless shifters either. "I can get it. Meet you back?"

      He nodded. "Thank you." His voice was gruff.

      She squeezed his arm. "It's not a problem. I'll be right back."

      His face softened. He gave her one of his shy smiles, then turned and was lost in the crowd.

      The bridge she needed to cross was on the other side of the market. Perhaps she could go around on foot. But she couldn't waste time. Max's life was on the line.

      The squat shack with the leaf roof next to her wouldn't make a good jumping off point, but catty-corner was a stone-worked building. Even though the bottom block reached to just above her head, the stones had conveniently large mortar lines. She would be able to use them to climb to the roof.

      There were few beings who would be able to climb this stone wall. Her strength would help her. She went into the alley and ducked out of sight of the people on the street.

      She made sure her weapons were secure and reached up to a grout line at about head level. She placed her feet flat and used them to stabilize herself as she pulled herself up. She reached to the next handhold and repeated her movements until she'd made it above the first solid block.

      A few moments later, she stood on the roof, looking down. The marketplace spread out below her. Throngs of people danced in the street. The zombie attack hadn't made a dent in the festivities. The celebrations extended past the edges of the market and as far as she could see. Amazement warmed her chest. People looked happy. Or maybe appreciative of being alive. The joy below her was in stark contrast with her own dark feelings. The worry for Max and her own restless guilt at having failed to save Hope smothered everything else.

      She jumped to the next roof, landing lightly. If she jumped two roofs to the west, she should be able to see the bridge. Odds were good the river crossing would be full of people. There was no way that she was getting over the river quickly. The next nearest bridge was to the east. It would take her too long.

      Two more jumps and the bridge came into view. It was as she remembered it, slightly away from the buildings. Under normal circumstances, there would be a grassy rise with a stone pathway leading to the overpass.

      But today the hill was consumed by people. The scent in the air, even from here, was festive. Beyond their heads she could see the top of the wooden bridge. The distance across the river was just a bit too far to jump. She was strong, but not that strong.

      The top of the bridge was made of two narrow arches of wood that connected to the wooden platform. The bridge itself was packed, but there was no one on the arches above.

      She could use that as her route across the river. She could jump from building to building until she got close to avoid most of the people. If she jumped to an arch and then walked on the arch to the other side, that would be the quickest route.

      The initial jump would be the hardest. Her martial art skill had been harder to keep in practice without a partner, but she did what she could. She'd added parkour to her training to make up the difference.

      The arches had rope that went down as supports. She chose a spot that was within her jumping range and had the best support, so she wouldn't affect the people on the overpass.

      She leapt and landed lightly on one foot. Her Hapkido master would've been proud.

      The wind tugged at her. A gasp from below had her glancing down. A little boy with bright red hair grinned at her. The tips of his ears and the faint scent of daffodils told her he was an elf. She grinned back and pivoted to walk up the arch.

      The arch was six inches wide and curved up to the midpoint. Then it curved back down.

      She walked easily to the top and across. It didn't take her long to find the vendor. He had the White Thorn and gladly sold it to her. She wondered how he would react if he knew it was for Daniel. She resisted the urge to teach him a lesson. She had to get back to Shifterville as quickly as she could.

      She recrossed the river.

      The feeling of being watched sent unease pooling in her belly. It wasn't the attention of the people below her, but something else. Something malevolent. Even in the bright sunshine and with the happy, relieved energy of the people around her, the feeling seeped around the edges of her mind.

      It had stalked her on her missions. If she were to listen in that quiet place, she would hear its call.

      She could hear it because she was a monster.

      She did the only thing that had worked when it had gotten this loud before, before she'd had access to Glenn's potion. She ran across the arch and leapt to the nearest building and lost herself in the maze on the other side. She made her way closer to Shifterville.

      Once at its border, she took an indirect path to Daniel's house.

      Daniel opened the door at her knock. He'd taken off the disguise, but the gray powder still colored his hair to make him look older than he was. His face lightened into a big grin. "Rose. Do you have it?"

      He seemed glad to see her. Heat flushed Rose's face, as she enjoyed that, for once, she was welcomed somewhere unconditionally. While Joshua had made her welcome in the HPA, no one else in the organization had done so.

      "Is Max…?" Rose couldn't bring herself to ask if he was dead. She pulled out the packet of White Thorn and handed it to Daniel.

      "Go sit with him while I get the potion ready."

      "Sure." She walked into Daniel's front room.

      A curtain cut off the view to the back corner where Max's bed was located.

      Most shifters preferred to be home when they were sick. Since neither Rose nor Daniel had any idea where Max had come from and because of how sick he was, Daniel had decided to house Max in his own home. Again, that tug of pity and worry pulled at her chest.

      She opened the curtain and walked into the space. Max lay on a bed against the wall. His skin was so pale it glowed next to the dark blanket tucked up to his shoulders. His dark hair stuck up in all directions in a spiky ball against the pillow. He looked strangely familiar, and yet she'd searched her memories and found no trace of him. Rose sat in the chair by the bed.

      She examined him, trying to decide if he was still alive. He breathed, but she did as well, and she wasn't alive. He was cool to the touch, but different people had different temperatures. Had his hair grown? She held up his nails to see if they had gotten longer. Perhaps it was too subtle to see in a week.

      Then, the real test. She took a deep breath to bring in his scent. He didn't smell like decay the way undead smelled. She didn't smell like decay, either, but she seemed to be the sole exception. But his scent wasn't quite right for a human. Perhaps he was a hybrid, a kind she hadn't met yet.

      "Did you figure it out?" Daniel stepped around the curtain. He had a faintly glowing potion in his left hand.

      "Figure what out?" She glanced at him but couldn't read anything in his blank face. "Is this one of those moments where you are trying to let someone figure something out on their own because it would be better for them?"

      Daniel's face split into a grin and his eyes twinkled. He even gave a short chuckle. "Have him take a sip of this."

      "What is it?" An odd protectiveness toward Max rose within her. She knew Daniel would never hurt him, but she still felt the hesitation. She'd been betrayed before. The odd thought made her swallow back acid. She didn't remember being betrayed, but knew she had been.

      "It has White Thorn and some other ingredients. If my theory is correct, it will wake him up." Daniel held out the small glass vial.

      "What do you think is wrong?"

      "The art of healing is dependent on what species Max is. If I use the wrong ingredients on the wrong species, it can make them sick or not help heal them."

      She let go of Max's hand and unstoppered the container. The aroma from the bottle was complex, but overall held a warm and spicy aroma. The smell was like nothing she'd ever scented before, but it made her mouth water. "What else is in it?"

      Amusement flickered across his face. "Guess."

      She watched his face and paused before taking a sip. He nodded encouragingly. She sipped and closed her eyes to focus on the taste. Warmth spread from her tongue to her gut, the way a good bourbon used to when she was alive. It left her feeling warm and full of energy. She shook her head. "I have no idea."

      If Daniel said it would help Max, she'd believe him. She gently put the rim of the glass to Max's mouth and tilted it so just a drop hovered near his lips. After a moment, Max's tongue darted out to the droplet. He took a deep breath. She brought the vial closer to give him more.

      He swallowed the contents of the bottle and sighed.

      A moment later, his eyes twitched open. Confusion marred the bright green of his eyes as his gaze trailed around the room. When his gaze met hers, his eyes widened.

      "Rose?"
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