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      Four years ago, Allie and Aidan parted ways.

      She had a new life that didn’t include him.

      He had a secret he couldn’t share.

      Aidan:

      It broke his heart, but to save her, he had to set her free.

      Shielding Allie and his family from his new life is the only thing that keeps Aidan going. That, and his special bond with his partner, Naomi. Together they have an important job to do. Convince the Milan Initiative they can be trusted to lead an army of Syntrophos—an army that is loyal to Aidan alone. But betrayal is like a cloud hanging over them. It lurks in every corner, leaving Aidan and Naomi unable to trust anyone but themselves.

      Allie:

      Reeling from the loss of the most important person in her life, Allie’s spirit is broken.

      Her only anchor in the storm is her Syntrophos, Darius McBrien. With Aidan’s inexplicable absence, Allie distances herself from the McBrien family, finding solace in an unexpected friendship. Determined to keep her indomitable sister, Livia behind bars where she belongs, Allie moves on with her life. But as the brewing war in the Dreamworld reaches new heights, Allie and Livia must work together with Navid and Quinn to stop the dream walker who threatens the very lifeblood of the Dreamworld. 

      Allie has been warned. Someone close to her will betray her.

      But her clairvoyance didn’t come with a rulebook and Allie has no idea who she can trust.

      

      Fans of dark fantasy, twisty plots, and fated romance will devour this series.
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            NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Betrayal takes place between Judgment (book 2) and Heir (Book 4) during the four years Allie and Aidan spent apart. I’ve included a timeline guide as well as a character chart for reference.

      And I’m always eagerly available to answer questions in my private Facebook group, Fantasy Book Warriors –– Melissa A. Craven

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CAST LIST FOR BETRAYAL

          

        

      

    

    
      Alexis (Allie) Carmichael – Child of prophecy and adopted daughter of mortal parents, Lily and Carson Carmichael

      Aidan McBrien –  Adopted son of Greggory McBrien and Naeemah El Sadawii, arguably the most powerful Immortal of his generation.

      Darius McBrien – Syntrophos to Allie Carmichael and brother to Aidan McBrien.

      Greyson Hauser – Naomi’s father and Allie’s Art professor/boss.

      Pilar – Teacher at the Milan Initiative

      Kassandre – Allie’s natural mother. Syntrophos to Greggory McBrien. Also served as Chief Justice of the International Senate

      Ashar/Navid – Allie’s natural father. A dream walker, also known as Navid. Served as Chief Justice of the International Senate

      Alísun – Allie’s ancient grandmother and last queen of Indriell. Was captive of Marcus Servius for almost two-thousand years

      Alexander – Allie’s ancient grandfather. Also known as the Scholar

      Marcus Servius – Also known as the ancient Lord Teigan and Senator Robert Sinclair. Livia’s “adopted” father. Leader of the Coalition and owner of Soma

      Porcia – Livia’s adopted mother and wife to Marcus Servius (Porcia and Marcus have never completed the Complement bond)

      Livia McBrien – Allie’s natural sister. Also known as Alivia. Former leader of Soma, “adopted” daughter of Marcus Servius and Complement to Liam McBrien.

      Naomi Hauser – Friend to Aidan McBrien and daughter of Greyson Hauser, long time friend of the McBrien family

      Emma Renard—Mentor to Allie Carmichael. Complement to Daniel Loukas. Mother to Quinn, Graham and Parker Loukas

      Quinn Loukas – Syntrophos to Sasha El Sadawii and a dream walker

      

      Syntrophos pairs

      Alexis Carmichael and Darius McBrien

      Sasha McBrien and Quinn Loukas

      Greggory McBrien and the ancient, Kassandre

      

      Aidan’s Syntrophos Army

      Aidan McBrien and Naomi Hauser

      Neela and Ivy

      Ezra and Wes

      Samantha and Bennett

      Rowan and Spenser

      Gemma and Ruthie

      Ace and Lola

      

      Syntrophos leaders of the Milan Initiative

      Cleo and Genevieve

      

      Dream walkers

      Quinn Loukas

      Navid

      Brecken

      Raina

      Brigs

      Danica

      Hale

      Scarlett

      Silver

      Dominic

      Rocco

      Maddox

      Max
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          AIDAN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rural New York, The New Moon

      

      

      “She’s dead?” Aidan blinked the soot from his eyes, turning his back on the burning orchard and the sight of Ming Lao, lying so still among the ashes. Chloe’s heartbreaking wails cut right through him.

      “But Jin will survive.” Allie choked on the words, so certain of her visions that had brought them all this way to save his parents from a similar fate.

      “He’ll wish he hadn’t,” Darius added.

      The three ran along the path through the woods taking them from the apple orchard to the main gates. The battle grew distant behind them.

      “What’s next?” Aidan looked to Allie for answers. She was exhausted and terrified, but she was in control and the power of her visions danced like green fire in her eyes. She knew what to do and Aidan trusted her with his life and the lives of everyone he loved.

      “We have to find your mom.” Allie took off like a huntress, stalking her prey. Aidan and Darius followed close behind. The bond his brother now shared with Allie clung to them with a cloying sweet scent. A spike of fear and jealousy coursed through Aidan’s veins, distracting him from the fight. Allie had him blocked from her thoughts tonight. She wanted to protect him from her evolving visions, but it left him feeling alienated and uncertain.

      When they reached the sloping green lawns, Allie stopped along the tree line where his family continued to battle their unknown enemy.

      The fires burned out of control here. Churning black smoke filled the sky as the clang of weapons crashed like thunder. Allie stepped from Aidan’s side, long enough to grasp Naeemah’s wrist, wrenching her away from a blow that would have taken her out of the fight.

      His mother turned, eyes widening in fear when she saw Aidan in the thick of it when he was supposed to be safe at home. Allie had insisted that he and the others needed to be here to help change the outcome of her vision and that was all the motivation he’d needed.

      “What are you doing here?” Naeemah raged at them.

      “Emma needs you. They have Quinn. Go now, please.” Allie sobbed, shoving his mother toward the path.

      “Come with me, both of you.” Her gift commanded them to obey.

      “No!” Allie’s voice boomed with a command of her own, breaking whatever influence his mother’s gift might have had over them. “We are needed here.”

      With a nod, Naeemah turned and fled along the path back to the orchard, but someone followed her. Aidan glanced over his shoulder at Allie. She stood with his father, uncle and brother. She was safe for the moment.

      Without another thought, Aidan charged after his mother, stalking the man who pursued her. Drawing his sword, Aidan attacked, taking the enemy by surprise. The man turned, lifting his weapon to meet Aidan’s blade. He was strong. Powerful. An evil glint lit his eyes.

      “You’ll do nicely.” He took another step toward Aidan, tossing his dagger from hand to hand. “I’ll take you back to my dungeon at Soma. Your buddy Quinn’s no fun anymore.”

      Aidan grinned, spreading his arms wide. “Well, come at me, Bro.” He raced back toward the gates, his assailant hot on his heels. He intended to lead the man back to where Allie and his father were just a moment ago, but his opponent was faster than Aidan anticipated. Aidan whirled around, raising his blade just in time to avoid losing his head. His attacker wielded a sword and dagger now and Aidan had to move quickly, meeting each blow with a practiced hand. He could feel it coming on. He was falling into the zone where nothing else existed but the fight. Aidan’s last clear thought was he’d done the one thing he promised Allie he wouldn’t do. He’d left her side.

      “You’re strong,” the man said, sizing Aidan up. “But I’m stronger.”

      Aidan paid him no mind. He moved from one sword form to the next, blocking, attacking and retreating. He was methodical. Like a machine, but he was barely holding his own against a man with centuries more experience. Time and again, the man’s sword bit into Aidan’s flesh, drawing blood and gore from his body, like a lion toying with his kill.

      The blood red moon broke through the clouds, bathing the sloping lawn with light as Aidan continued fighting a losing battle. It didn’t occur to him to call for help, so entrenched in the zone he was.

      An ear-splitting shriek echoed along the path to the orchard, but Aidan barely registered the sound. Something else tugged at the corners of his mind, pulling his attention away from his opponent, gradually freeing him from the dark cloud of his mind.

      Rage.

      White-hot rage flashed through him like a bolt of electricity, but the emotion didn’t belong to him.

      Then he saw her, standing in the moonlight, as beautiful as she was terrifying in her fury. This girl who was everything to him.

      The chaos of battle stilled, all sound muffled to a low hush. His attacker gone. Aidan stood in the light of the blood red moon with Allie. She was the only one who mattered. The only one who would ever matter. Unadulterated joy like he’d never before experienced erupted within his soul, casting a golden green light around them. She truly was everything. His everything. How could he have not known the moment he first laid eyes on her—this thing he knew with such certainty now? He was finally whole in the knowledge that Allie was his other half—his equal in power—his best friend and his Complement.

      A sob caught in his throat. I will never lose her. The rush of clarity hit him with a force he couldn’t have imagined. Love for this beautiful, outlandish and often infuriating girl bloomed in his chest. The fear he’d carried with him every day since the moment Aidan knew he loved Allie, vanished. For so long he’d feared that one day he would lose her to some other man in some distant future. A man who was meant to be her partner. Now he knew, he was that man. They would have their time and it no longer mattered when that might be. Today. Tomorrow, or years from now, they would share lifetimes of happiness and sorrow together.

      Aidan fell to his knees, overwhelmed.

      “Aidan!” Her desperate scream sounded in the distance. He frowned, letting his gaze fall from her to his father, struggling to break away from Liam’s hold.

      “Aidan!” His father’s voice broke through the stillness.

      Pain lanced through Aidan’s body.

      A hand gripped the back of his skull as Aidan’s power surged in his chest.

      “No,” he whispered. His attacker hadn’t vanished at all. Aidan gazed down at the source of his agony, frowning at the dagger buried to the hilt in his side. Pain wasn’t a new experience for Aidan. He endured the physical pain of others every day of his life. This he could overcome.

      But this wasn’t just physical pain. Aidan’s power burned hot like liquid fire in his chest, just out of reach. Aidan couldn’t protect himself. His attacker had him right where he wanted him, clutching the fragile strands of Aidan’s healing gift, taking it for his own.

      “No.” He couldn’t fathom a life without healing. It would ruin him. Aidan sought Allie’s face. If he lost his ability to heal—lost his ability to fight at her side as her equal, would she still love him? Could he be enough? Or would he always hold her back?

      Her rage surged within him again, giving him strength. She was fighting her anger, refusing to let it win.

      Let it go, Allie. He took a shuddering breath as she threw her head back, her fists clenched at her sides. An otherworldly screech ripped from her throat. Blood oozed from her nose and eyes and her hands dripped crimson drops onto the grass at her feet. She was glorious in her wrath. An ethereal green glow surrounded her as she unleashed her judgment.

      Aidan coughed; blood oozing from his mouth. His injuries were deep, but he couldn’t take his eyes off Allie.

      Her raptor gaze zeroed in on the man who held Aidan’s future in his hands. Allie eyes filled with blood and she roared in outrage. Her anger hit him like a shock wave, but Aidan only felt the intensity of her love, and the euphoric realization he saw reflected in her gaze. She knew … Allie knew they were Complements.

      Golden green light flashed across the sky and dead silence fell around those who’d witnessed Allie’s judgment. The strength drained from his attacker’s grip and he slumped to the ground beside Aidan. In the moment before his father’s arms wrapped around him, dragging him to safety, Aidan realized what she’d done. For him. The man before him now was mortal. Allie had stripped him of his immortality to save Aidan from a life without the ability that defined him.

      The girl he loved had just saved his life.

      As her frightened eyes met his, he poured all the love he had for her into that gaze, willing her to understand she was still the same Allie he’d always loved. He saw the way his father looked at her, shocked and afraid of what she’d just done. This terrifying gift of hers would carry a heavy weight. Aidan needed her to know she was not evil.

      A sob tore from her throat and Aidan wanted nothing more than to comfort her, but his legs wouldn’t obey him. His vision grew dark as his blood continued to seep into the ground beneath him.

      “Come Aidan,” Gregg lifted him onto his feet. “I’ve got you.” He draped Aidan’s arm around his shoulder.

      “Allie,” Aidan said, willing his father to take him to her. The forest swirled around him and he feared he wouldn’t remain conscious much longer.

      “Aye, she’s okay, son. She just needs a moment.” Gregg guided him back down the pathway to the orchard.

      Allie’s sorrowful wails pierced Aidan’s heart and her raw screams echoed in the growing darkness. “Please, Dad?” He coughed, wincing at the coppery taste of blood on his lips.

      “Liam will see to her. We must go, you’re in bad shape, son. Stay with me.” But Aidan couldn’t fight it any more. His last conscious thought was of Allie. His Complement.
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      Fresh tears burned Aidan’s eyes. He couldn’t take much more of this. He was so sure of it that night in the orchard. So certain that Allie had experienced the same revelation. It was a devastating blow when he’d realized that same night, she still had no idea they were Complements. Now, barely a week later and Aidan knew he couldn’t live like this. He was a selfish asshole, but he couldn’t live with the pain of her not knowing. Allie was currently dealing with the enormity of her new judgment gift as well as her confusing relationship with Darius. She needed Aidan to be in her corner right now. But Aidan didn’t have the strength to sit back and watch the way she lit up whenever Darius was around. The agony of his jealousy would destroy them. Hiding it would destroy him.

      Aidan paced the hallway outside Emma’s office in the underground, working up the courage to knock. It wasn’t fair to bother her when her family was dealing with Ming Lao’s death and Quinn’s return.

      “Are you going to wear a hole in the floor?” Emma opened the door, her tired eyes filling with concern as Aidan furiously wiped his eyes. “Come in.” She held the door open for him.

      “I’m sorry. I know you’re busy. I can come back.”

      “Oh you poor thing. How long have you known?” She pulled him into the room and guided him to a chair.

      “A week.” He sighed, relieved her gift could sense why he was there.

      “You should have come to me right away.” She took the seat opposite him.

      “It only just occurred to me an hour ago that you’ve known all along. I forgot your gift allows you to see the Complement bond even before it forms.”

      “It’s no picnic keeping so many secrets. Part of me is thrilled you finally know because I can’t imagine two people more perfect for each other than you and Allie. But with the whole Syntrophos thing happening with Darius, you must be dying inside.”

      “I can’t take it, Emma.” Aidan’s eyes burned and his throat tightened. “How is anyone supposed to do this?” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “It’s only been a few days and I already know I can’t keep this up. I know this monumental, life-altering thing about the girl I’m going to spend the rest of my life with. And I can’t tell her.”

      “Of course you can’t. You know very well if she’s not ready to see it, she’s not ready to hear it either. Telling her will only cause you more pain, and it will drive a wedge between you.”

      “I would never cheat her out of such an amazing moment.” To tell a Complement before they were ready to see it on their own was the ultimate betrayal. He wouldn’t do that to Allie.

      “When did you see it?” Emma asked.

      “In the middle of the battle,” Aidan said. “While I was getting my ass handed to me, I was caught up in the most incredible moment of my life.” Aidan smiled at the memory. “And I thought I saw the same realization come over her.”

      “I’m so sorry, Aidan.” Emma reached for his hand.

      “I don’t know what to do.” Aidan squeezed Emma’s hand, grateful for her support.

      “You’re going to have to leave. You need time to come to terms with what you know.”

      Aidan shook his head. “No. I can’t leave her.”

      “Aidan, you are only seventeen years old.”

      “Almost eighteen,” he mumbled, staring down at his lap.

      “And Allie just turned seventeen a month ago. It could take her years to catch up to you. You are not equipped to handle this on your own. And that’s okay.” She leaned forward, tilting his chin up to meet her gaze. “Immortals hundreds of years older than you have struggled with the physical and emotional pain of such a secret. As much as you love Allie, you have to take care of yourself right now. And that means taking some time away from her.”

      “It’s the worst thing I could do to her. Do you know why it took her so long to admit she loves me?”

      “Because she’s the most stubborn young woman on the planet?” Emma smiled.

      “Truth.” Aidan returned her smile. “But she’s also scared. When she first came to Kelleys Island neither of us knew what it was like to have a real friend. For the first time we each had a person who wasn’t intimidated by our power or felt the natural inclination to defer to us. We finally had a chance to just be ourselves, together. She’s resisted loving me all this time because she was so scared we were going to ruin that friendship. That somehow, by loving me she was going to lose me. We are finally in a good place, Emma. We’re together and happy, despite all the shitty things happening around us. If I leave, she’s going to think her fears were right all along.”

      “Maybe they were,” Emma said. “She’s clairvoyant, Aidan. It’s entirely possible that in some way her gift warned her this would happen.”

      “I can’t leave her. I can’t.” Just the thought of not seeing her every day had his heart racing in his chest.

      “But you can’t be with her either. It will destroy you, watching her go about her life, believing she’s nothing more than your high school sweetheart and Darius is her lifelong Syntrophos. And what happens if you inadvertently force it on her before she is ready?”

      “Can that really happen by accident?” Aidan’s eyes widened in alarm. To force a Complement bond when one partner wasn’t ready was akin to rape. He’d never forgive himself.

      “You’re young. You’re both Unproven. You’re in an intimate relationship with your girlfriend you happen to share a telepathic connection with. It’s highly possible you could subconsciously coerce her. It’s time you learn how to block Allie fully from your mind. For both your sakes.

      Aidan’s shoulders slumped in defeat. “Where would I even go?”

      “Don’t you have a standing offer at the Cologne Conservatory of Music in Germany?”

      “Yes, but Mom and Dad want me to go to Oberlin right here at home.”

      “They have a preparatory program for high school students, don’t they?”

      Aidan nodded. “They do.”

      “So why not go there for a few months? Do you really think Allie wouldn’t be thrilled for you to take such a once in a lifetime opportunity? That she wouldn’t support you?”

      “Well, yeah, she would understand.” The tension in Aidan’s body began to relax.

      “I’m not telling you to break up with her,” Emma said. “Just put a little distance between you for now and give yourself the distraction of music to occupy your mind for a time. You just need a little break to prepare for what living with Allie not knowing will mean for you.”

      “I think … I could live with that. But what about my parents? They’ve always been dead set against me leaving for school abroad. They’d never consider letting me leave before I even graduate.”

      “You’ve got more than enough on your plate, Aidan. You let me handle your parents,” Emma said, a smile playing at the corner of her mouth.
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          TEN MONTHS LATER
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          ALLIE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cleveland, September

      

      

      “Your freshman students are a terrifying bunch of idiots.” Allie dropped a pile of art history papers on the side table beside her chair and stretched her limbs after a long night of grading.

      “Seriously, Allie?” Greyson darted back into the hall.

      “Oops.” She caught a glimpse of his naked back as he ducked into his bedroom, clutching the towel at his waist.

      “You stayed all night? Again?” He called down the hallway.

      “Didn’t think you’d mind.” Allie thumbed through Greyson’s lecture notes for his morning classes, making sure they were in order before placing them in his briefcase.

      “Of course I mind.” Greyson shuffled back into his living room, now fully dressed and drying his long hair with the towel he’d had loosely draped around his hips just a moment before. “You’re my intern, you shouldn’t spend so much time at my house.”

      “It’s quiet here. I get more done.” Allie shrugged. “I thought about crashing in Naomi’s room, but I doubt your daughter would be too happy about that. I guess I lost track of time grading this epic stupidity.”

      Greyson sighed as he walked to the kitchen on bare feet. “Don’t ever become a professor, Allie. Your students will hate you.” He fussed around in the kitchen, returning with a cup of hot tea for two. “I’d offer you a biscotti, but you ate all of my cookies. Again.”

      She shot him a scathing look, setting the non-coffee aside. “Sorry, I haven’t had a decent snack in weeks. Naeemah hasn’t gotten to your house yet.”

      “Is that why you’re always here? Better snacks?” Greyson flipped through the pile of papers. ”Man, you are way harsh. These students aren’t art history majors, Allie. Survey of Art History is supposed to be an easy class.” He frowned at the big red F on the top paper. “Let my mortal students get their feet wet before you murder them in a sea of red ink. And why are you grading freshman papers anyway? You are a freshman.”

      “Did I mention they were idiots? Anyone could grade that garbage.”

      “Come on, this one can’t be that bad.” He leaned over her shoulder, pointing to the girl’s name on the top. “She had a decent contribution to the last lecture.”

      “Are you kidding? I was there; she’s the worst of the bunch. Half that class is in love with you, and that’s the only reason you have more students than the other art history professors combined.”

      “Ouch, and here I thought it was because I’m a damn good teacher.” He bopped her over the head with the stack of papers, as he sat down on the couch opposite her.

      “You are. You can’t help it you have nothing to work with in this class.”

      “Go home, Allie. You have to stop spending the night. It’s not good for my reputation.”

      “Whatever. No one cares what I do. I’m just a freshman intern.” Greyson created the position for her when she’d landed a coveted spot in his summer accelerated program that ultimately earned Allie a scholarship to Cleveland Institute of Art.

      “He’s right, Red,” Darius said as he came through the front door bearing coffee and donuts. “It is not okay to spend the night at your professor’s house. People will talk.”

      “About what?” She frowned at him as he waggled his eyebrows. “Ew, gross. That’s disgusting, Greyson’s a million years old.”

      “I have shoes older than you, but again, ouch. I’ll have you know appropriately aged women find me very attractive,” Greyson said, lacing up his boots. “But even they don’t spend the night at my house.”

      Allie made retching noises. “Ugh, can we stop talking about Greyson’s sex life now? No one in their right mind is going to think we’re together. That’s insane.”

      “Stop. Spending. The night. Here.” Darius tossed a duffle bag in her lap. “I brought your clothes. Go get ready for class. Sasha’s meeting us for breakfast in twenty minutes.”

      “I gotta shower first.” Allie grabbed a donut raced into Greyson’s room.

      “Allie, I have a guest bathroom,” Greyson growled.

      “I like your shampoo. I’ll be quick, promise.”

      “You’re going to get me fired.” Greyson said, a note of humor in his voice.

      “It’s your fault for making her an intern,” Darius said.

      “I heard that!” Allie leaned back into the hall. “Greyson, don’t forget you have that faculty meeting at ten.”

      “What faculty meeting?”

      “The one about the fall bronze casting pour. Remember we talked about setting up a Japanese anagama kiln and getting the whole university involved. You’re running the meeting.”

      “That’s today?”

      “I made notes for you. They’re in your bag.”

      “Right. That’s why I hired you.”
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          AIDAN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cologne, Germany, September

      

      

      “That sounded like a third grader picking up a violin for the first time.” Wendy stared at Aidan with her bow poised over her cello. She was the epitome of a classically trained musician. Always had been, even when they were students at Cliffton Academy together a lifetime ago.

      “Sorry, my head’s not in it today.” The vibration of the strings under his fingers felt slightly off, not enough for most people to notice, but Wendy wasn’t most people. She had nearly two years of concentrated study on him now.

      “You don’t get to have days like that here,” she said.

      She was right. As a student of the Cologne Conservatory of Music, Aidan needed to be perfect. This was his dream, after all. Since he was a child prodigy, he’d wanted to attend one of the great European academies of music, but his parents wanted him to attend Oberlin Conservatory of Music back home in Ohio—also an incredible school for a budding musician. Once upon a time, Aidan had wanted anything but that—until Allie came into his life. Now, he wanted nothing more than to get back home to be with her. The last ten months had completely changed his perspective.

      Knowing he would spend the rest of his life with Allie was a comfort to him now, but those first few days after the realization were the worst moments of his life. He’d spent the summer at the conservatory, but ultimately decided he needed more time, taking one more semester abroad to get his head on straight. Aidan loved every minute of his educational experience here, but living on the other side of the world was torture. Now, with only two months left, Aidan was finally ready to face a life of loving Allie in whatever way he could. She would see him for what he truly was when she was ready.

      “Start again,” Wendy said. “Get your mind off your distractions and back on Thaïs: Méditation.”

      “Sorry, I’ve got this.” Aidan adjusted the strings of his practice violin. He preferred playing his Stradivarius. This one was fine, better than most, but he couldn’t waltz into school as an eighteen-year-old freshman with a genuine, privately owned Stradivarius that probably belonged in a museum somewhere.

      “When is your next rehearsal with your quartet?” Wendy asked. In high school, she was the most gifted cellist he’d ever met, but her time here had turned her into one of the finest musicians at their school. And she’d made the time to mentor him, knowing he planned to transfer at the end of the semester. Most wouldn’t waste their time. He was lucky to have her.

      “Tomorrow evening.” Aidan said. “And I’m not ready.”

      “You’ll be ready. It’s a rehearsal but it’s important. You need to be thinking about the final symphony this semester. I don’t need to tell you how stressful it is to compete at this level for a spot in the final production.”

      “It’s two months away, Wendy. I can do this.”

      “You’re overthinking it. Your technique is perfect when you aren’t trying too hard so get your shit together, McBrien.”

      “You’re right. One more time.” Aidan nodded for her to begin. Lifting bow to stings, Aidan closed his eyes and thought of Allie, letting muscle memory take over. Missing her had become a constant, like breathing. When he’d left almost ten months ago, they’d planned for Allie to spend the summer in Germany. Then Allie was invited to join the summer program at the Cleveland Institute of Art, and he knew how much she’d wanted to go. It was a rare opportunity for a recent high school graduate and it ultimately earned her a full ride to CIA. Logically, he knew it was good for them both to pursue the things they loved, but on days like today, it just didn’t seem worth it.

      “That’s it,” Wendy praised, as she followed him through the difficult piece. “You nailed it that time.”

      “Thanks.” Aidan smiled, letting the music flow from his fingertips. He’d missed playing with Wendy. She was one of the rare few musicians who genuinely challenged him.

      “Thinking about her again?” Wendy teased, putting her bow away. She had her own quartet rehearsal to get to.

      “One of these days, you two have to meet,” Aidan said. “I have a feeling you’d be instant friends, ganging up on me together.”

      “She’s your muse. Think about her when you play and you’ll be brilliant.” She packed up her cello and turned to go. “Oh great, your other girlfriend is here.” She nodded toward the back of the practice room where Naomi waited. “That one definitely doesn’t like me.”

      “Naomi’s protective. We’ve been friend’s since I was a kid, but she’s not great with people.” Aidan gave a gruff laugh. “She and Allie are like oil and water.”

      “So, have you decided to stay yet?” Wendy asked the same question every time they met.

      “You know, Oberlin is also one of the finest conservatories in the world.” Aidan gave her his standard answer.

      “It’s all right.” She wrinkled her nose. “But they don’t have me. You can’t leave. You haven’t even experienced the real thing yet. That day camp program you did this summer was child’s play. You need to get your shit together and commit to at least a full year here before it’s too late.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Naomi said, as she stood with arms crossed and look on her face that said they weren’t through with this tired argument.

      “I know it sounds crazy, but this is my decision. And I’m ready to go home.”

      “I don’t think I like your girl too much for letting you do this,” Wendy said, as she turned to leave.

      “Allie knows my mind, and she knows this is my decision to make. She’s not asking me to come home. If anything, she’s on your side.” Aidan smirked at the annoyed look on Naomi’s face.

      “Same time next week. Don’t flake out on your practice time this weekend.” Wendy marched across the room, lugging her cello case over her shoulder.

      “I never flake out,” Aidan called to her retreating figure.

      “I’m liking her a lot more than I did,” Naomi said, a wry smile lifting the corner of her mouth.

      “Well, that’s something, I guess.” Aidan sighed.

      “Let’s go get food. You have to be starving by now.”

      “I’ll eat at home. I need to practice tonight.”

      “You have all night for that. We’re going to the Belgian Quarter where we’re going to drink strong German beer and order lots of great food. You need a night away from this music nonsense.”

      “It’s not nonsense, Naomi.” Aidan rolled his eyes, flinching when she slipped her hand into his as they headed across the campus to her car. It bothered him, the natural intimacy he still shared with Naomi. It was the ultimate betrayal of Allie, but at the same time, he was torn. He didn’t want to hurt Naomi’s feelings. He’d always cared for her and always would. Once upon a time, he thought they had a real chance at a relationship. But that was before Allie. Aidan waited a moment before he pulled his hand free of hers. He pretended not to see the hurt look on her face.

      Great, now I feel even worse.

      “You work harder at this than you do with training. It worries me, Aidan. You can’t let music come first. You are the most powerful Immortal of your generation, and you’re in danger of losing control.”

      “I’m maintaining,” Aidan insisted. He trained as often as his demanding schedule allowed, but she was right. It wasn’t nearly enough.

      “You are eighteen years old, you cannot afford to stay stagnant and maintain. You have to keep pushing yourself, or you’re going to wake up one day, and your power is going to surprise you with something you aren’t prepared for.”

      “I know, you’re right. But it’s only a few more months. Once we’re back home, I’ll get my shit together.”

      Naomi shook her head, her mouth set in a tight line like she held something back.

      “Go on. Say it,” Aidan said. “I know when you’re stewing about something, so you might as well tell me off about whatever it is I’ve done this time. And then we can go get food.” He shoved his violin in the backseat of her tiny German auto and slammed the door.

      “Fine.” Naomi slid into the driver’s seat. “Buckle up. We’ll talk when we get to the restaurant. I need a minute to figure out how to say this nicely.”

      “You don’t do nice.”

      “I know.” She turned to eye him as she made her way along the congested streets of old Cologne, heading toward the Belgian Quarter. “That should tell you how serious this is.” She squeezed the steering wheel with a white knuckled grip. “Have you even been to the Quarter or any of the museums?”

      Her question surprised him. “No, but—”

      “Have you tried to experience this wonderful city at all? I don’t think you’ve stepped foot off campus since you’ve been here.”

      “I’m not here to sightsee, Naomi. I’m here to soak up as much experience as I can before I go back home.”

      “You should be doing both. In fact…” She turned down a side street. “We’re going for a quick tour. I promise it won’t take long.

      Aidan didn’t argue. He gazed out the window as they approached the Hohenzollern Bridge stretching across the Rhine River. She had a point. The city was gorgeous, but he hadn’t given it much notice.

      “We’re taking the footpath across.” Naomi zipped into a nearby parking lot. “The bridge has the best views of the city.”

      “I don’t have much time for this, Naomi. But I do want to see it. Let’s not cross the whole way. Then you can show me the Belgian Quarter and we can talk over dinner. But then I have to get home to practice. Deal?”

      “Deal.” She hopped out of the car, her excitement overpowering her irritation.

      Aidan followed Naomi to the towering arched bridge. It reminded him of the Detroit Superior Bridge back home, but a much more European version of it. And it was three times the length.

      “The Cologne Cathedral is beautiful isn’t it?” Naomi pointed to the opposite bank in the distance. “It’s gothic, obviously, but the spires and flying buttresses are just breathtaking. The original structure dates back to the thirteenth century.”

      “Allie would love this.” He winced at the look on Naomi’s face. But the way Naomi talked about art and architecture always reminded him of Allie. They shared a common love of the subject.

      “Did you know the Cologne Cathedral has the highest gothic vaults in the world? You should visit the interior. It’s like nothing you’ve ever seen.”

      “Before we leave for home, I want to see it,” Aidan said, pausing to take selfie with the cathedral in the background to send Allie. “And then you can show me what a gothic vault is and explain exactly what a flying buttress is while you’re at it.”

      “Didn’t you pay attention in Liam’s ancient history class last year? I gave several guest lectures on Gothic and Romanesque architecture.”

      Aidan shrugged, giving her a sheepish smile. “Sorry, I’ve never been the best student when it comes to studying these things from a text book. I’m much better in person. Promise.” Aidan resisted the urge to take her hand as they walked along the footpath over the Rhine. He didn’t want to feel that kind of intimacy with Naomi anymore. It wasn’t fair to her or Allie, but it still hit him from time to time. Somehow, even though he knew without a doubt Allie was his Complement, he still had strong feelings for Naomi. Feelings he didn’t understand or want.

      “What in the world is that?” Aidan pointed at the rusted grating along the walkway. “Are those padlocks?” They were everywhere, attached to the bridge wherever there was space available.

      “They’re love-locks,“ Naomi said simply.

      “What’s a love-lock?”

      “Lovers stroll along the bridge at night to watch the city lights. It’s romantic. Couples place a padlock here and throw the key into the Rhine as a symbol of the permanence of their love.”

      “That’s … sweet.” Aidan smiled at the thought of Allie’s reaction. She would think it was super cheesy, but she’d secretly love it. He took another picture to show her with a promise they would come here someday to do the love-lock thing together.

      Aidan noticed the wistful look crossing Naomi’s face. His healing gift sensed the cloud of depression closing in on her.  She wanted to share that kind of love with someone so much it was painful. For all her tough demeanor, Naomi was a sensitive person who felt more than most would ever know.

      “Dinner?” She turned to him with a forced smile.

      “I’m starving.”

      “I know a great little pub you’ll love.” She didn’t talk much on the drive into the Quarter, but Naomi pointed out all the sites and insisted he had to visit the Ludwig Museum with her soon.

      Naomi’s gruff demeanor returned as she slid into a parking spot right in front of an old pub.

      “Let’s sit outside. It’s not too crowded, so if I get shouty, we won’t have to worry about too many ears hearing things they shouldn’t.” She held the wrought-iron gate open for him.

      Open cafes and pubs lined the streets of the Belgisches Viertel—the Belgian Quarter, but the one Naomi chose was different. The alley between the buildings had been transformed into a garden complete with ivy creeping up the cracked brick walls.

      “Go on. Get a seat and order some Kölsch.”

      “What’s Kölsch?”

      “Seriously, you’ve been here for months and you’ve never had Kölsch? It’s a pale beer somewhere between ale and a lager. You’ll love it.”

      Aidan gave the waiter a sympathetic smile when Naomi told him to keep the drinks coming and not bother them otherwise. She also ordered Bavarian beer pork shanks and schnitzel for two.

      “So what’s on your mind? I know that look. You’re like a dog with a bone, so out with it.” Aidan sat back in his chair, taking a long gulp of the ice-cold beer. It was an unusually warm day, but for the first time in weeks, Aidan relaxed, letting the tension ease from his shoulders. Naomi was right; he needed to take a moment to appreciate where he was.

      “You’re a stupid boy. That’s what’s going on.”

      “Okay.” He chuckled. “Why is that?”

      “I’ve watched you since we arrived. You’re throwing everything you’ve got into these few months.”

      “That’s kind of the whole point, Naomi. It’s what’s expected.”

      “That’s not it. You’re trying to make this one semester count as the real thing when it’s not. This school was on your bucket list, Aidan. And you’re giving it up, just like that?”

      “How many times do I have to say it? Oberlin is just as prestigious as any other top conservatory.”

      “But it’s not what you wanted. You’re giving up your dreams for a girl.”

      Aidan glanced down at his beer. “That’s not fair.” He couldn’t explain it. The way it crushed his spirit to be so far away from the girl he loved. How the separation was constantly on his mind.

      “No, it’s not. It’s not fair to you.” Naomi reached for his hand. “You know how I feel about Allie, but I know you’re in love and you have blinders up with her.” She shook her head. “Doesn’t she realize what you’re giving up just to be near her?”

      “Well, Allie happens to believe me when I tell her I’m ready to go home. If you remember, she sees into my mind. She knows better than anyone how I feel about being this far away from her. It’s true. I once wanted this education more than I wanted air in my lungs. But things have changed. Music will always be important to me, but it is no longer the most important part of my life. I would think, as my friend, you’d be happy for me.”

      “I am,” she said reluctantly. “It’s just difficult to watch you give up something that was once the only thing you ever wanted for yourself. You don’t see it, Aidan. You are such a selfless person, always looking out for those you love and rarely taking anything for yourself.”

      “I’m not giving it up. I’m just altering my dream to include the girl I love. She would do the same for me in a heartbeat, without even thinking about it.”

      “Would she?” Naomi scowled as the waiter brought their food and darted away as fast as he could.

      “I see her thoughts, too, Naomi. I know the real Allie. You have nothing to fear about her taking advantage of me. I can see it when she worries she’s pulling me away from a school I love. I can feel it when she misses me so much she cries herself to sleep. And I can see her feelings about you. How she doesn’t really care for you either, but yet she tries to understand the version of you I know and love. I know her mind, Naomi. She wants this for me as much as you do, but she knows how … lackluster all this is without her to share it with.”

      “But you love it here. I can see it in your face every time you pick up that violin.”

      “I do. I won’t deny that. But I love her so much more.”

      “If she loves you as much as you say she does, then she wouldn’t stand in your way if you really wanted to stay here.”

      “Of course, she wouldn’t.”

      “I want you to do one thing for me, Aidan. Just think about it. For one moment, think about what it would be like to stay in Cologne and finish your degree here.”

      “It would be wonderful. I’m not denying that. I would love to be right here at the heartbeat of the classical music world, learning from the greatest musicians of our time.”

      “Then why not do it? And don’t tell me it’s because you want to be with Allie. I want to know what you would do if you weren’t making such an important decision about your life based on proximity to your girlfriend.”

      “When you say it like that, it sounds ridiculous.” Aidan sipped the last of his warm beer as the waiter brought them another round.

      “It is ridiculous, but what would you do if she wasn’t in the picture?”

      “I’d be here. No doubt about it.” Aidan crossed his arms over his chest. He was over this tired argument. He could put an end to it right now and just tell her what Allie truly meant to him. Once she understood Allie was it for him, she’d stop the endless questions. But the idea of telling Naomi something so deeply personal about Allie—something Allie didn’t even know about herself—just felt wrong.

      “You’re Immortal, Aidan. Your life with Allie can wait.”

      “Music can wait, too. I can always come here another time. Maybe after Allie is Proven, we’ll come here together.” When it’s safer for her to be out in the world. But Naomi didn’t know just how dangerous it was for Allie. Allie was an unknown. The child of prophecy and a direct descendant of the royals of Indriell. Her identity needed to remain a carefully guarded secret. Kelleys Island was still the safest place for her. Hell, it wasn’t exactly smart for him to be living abroad either. Aidan was also a powerful unknown.

      “If you wait too long, you’ll never be able to come back, Aidan. Not in the way you want to be here. We both know in a few more years, you’ll have nothing to left to learn here. You have to do this while you still have something to learn from these mortals. You’ve got one chance to reach your true potential musically. Before you know it, that chance will vanish forever. Does Allie know that?”

      “No.” Aidan sighed, hating that yet again, Naomi had a point.

      “So she thinks you can just go to Oberlin now and in a few decades you can come back here and do it all over again? Do you think she’ll ever forgive you when she finds out that won’t happen?”

      “Probably not.” Aidan hung his head.

      “Then what are you going to do about it?”

      “I’ll talk to her. I won’t change my mind, but you’re right. She needs to know what this really means.”

      “I guess that’s something.” Naomi leaned back in her seat, slicing off a hunk of pork with a smile. “She’s going to tear your face off isn’t she?”

      “Probably.” Aidan set his fork down, not really hungry anymore. “Do you know what it’s like?” He shook his head. “To miss someone so much you’d go to the ends of the earth just to be with them?”

      “I do.” Naomi glanced down at her plate. “Why do you think I’m here?”
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      “Ouch.” Allie waved her hand in the air to dispel the sting of hot wax on her thumb.

      How many times are you going to do that? Aidan’s thoughts were still hazy with sleep. It was early morning in Germany and the middle of the night for Allie. Do you have any idea what it’s like to wake up from a sound sleep thinking you’ve set yourself on fire?

      Sorry. Allie tapped the surface of her wax sculpture with the hot needle of her wood-burning tool. I didn’t mean to disturb you. She usually kept better track of the time for both of them. It was hard work, trying not to interrupt Aidan at important moments with the six-hour time difference to consider. Since he’d left for school, they’d honed their ability to shut each other out to perfection. Now their thoughts only mingled when they wanted them to.

      I’m never sad about losing a little sleep if it means I get to talk to you. What are you making, babe? And why hot wax? You trying to tell me you’re into that?

      You wish. She snorted. She loved flirty, sleepy Aidan the most. It’s a model of a dragon for a bronze casting.

      So, you’re making a bronze sculpture with wax? Why? Their mental connection allowed her to see the adorable frown creasing his brow, and she wanted to run her fingers through his sleep-tousled hair. In moments like this, their telepathic link made the miles disappear, allowing them to really see each other in their mind’s eye.

      Well, I’m making it out of wax first, putting all the detail into each scale and claw. And then I’ll spend at least two weeks dipping it in slurry—a thin plaster kind of mixture to build up a shell around it until every nook and cranny is covered in a thick casing of hard plaster. But before I do that, I have to create vents using tubes of wax.

      Sounds like a lot of work. When does the bronze part happen?

      It is a crap ton of work. Allie tapped the hot needle to the wax one more time to get the last of her dragon scales just right. When the whole thing is covered in plaster with tons of vents and openings, it will go in the kiln to melt the wax.

      So, you’re going to destroy what you’re making now? How does that even make sense?

      The wax is just a tool to build the plaster mold. Once all the wax drains out of the mold and the vent tubes, it goes back into the kiln to harden the shell and clean out any residual wax. Then it get’s buried in sand while the bronze is melting in the crucible. Once the bronze is hot lava ready, it takes several people to carry the crucible and pour the liquid bronze into the molds.

      Oh, I get it, the bronze takes place of the wax and you’re left with a dragon. But if the wax runs out when it’s first fired, how does the bronze not run out, too?

      That’s why it’s buried in sand. Allie turned her wood burner off. The sand keeps the metal inside the mold until it hardens and cools. Then we dig it up.

      And then you just crack it out of the mold and it’s done?

      I wish. Allie laughed. I’ll have to beat the hell out of this thing to get it out of the mold. I’m kind of looking forward to that part. After all the hours of backbreaking work to get this thing cast, it still won’t be done. I’ll have to scrub all the plaster off with rough steel wool and cut the bronze tubes from the vents. Then I have to grind those spots down until they’re smooth. And then I might finally finish the damn thing.

      Allie and power tools? Aidan rolled onto his side. That sounds like a terrifying combination.

      I am not a spaz, Aidan Loukas. At least not when it comes to art. I’ve used a grinder before, thank you very much.

      I’m glad I’m a music major. It’s hard work, but it will never require the use of power tools.

      Don’t you have that piece due today? Allie asked.

      Yeah, I’m not happy with it, though. I’m not sure I achieved the assignment.

      Are you ever going to let me hear it?

      Sure, let me get my violin. He groaned as he rolled out of bed.

      Fitzy’s going to kill you for playing at six in the morning.

      My brother’s getting used to the noise at all hours of the day and night. He goes around mumbling about “creatives” like it’s an expletive.

      Let’s hear it then. I’m sure it’s better than you think.

      Shouldn’t you be in bed, baby? It’s late, and I can feel you’re tired.

      I am exhausted. I don’t know how mortals survive college without cracking.

      Well, most people don’t do double majors in fine art and art history. Go get in bed, and I’ll play for you.

      Allie tiptoed into her room, careful not to make too much noise to wake Darius. When they first moved into their little cottage near campus, Liam and Darius remodeled the master bedroom into a Syntrophos suite. They had their own individual spaces but never closed the sliding doors between their rooms. Neither one of them liked to be apart.

      “I’m wide awake, Red,” Darius said.

      He was in bed reading. “Can’t sleep?”

      “Not until you do, apparently. It feels weird falling asleep alone, even when you’re just in the other room.”

      “I’m headed to bed now,” she whispered. “Night, Darius.”

      It’s super weird you two are sharing a room. I would be totally jealous if I didn’t know anything about Syntrophos. Not that I’m not jealous. I still am, but I get it. Sort of. I’m trying, anyway.

      I know it’s difficult, Aidan. But I love you for trying so hard.

      Love you, too, babe. Now listen and tell me if I’ve butchered this piece beyond repair.

      Allie climbed into her bed, letting the muscles of her neck and back relax from the tension of the last hours bent over her sculpture. As Aidan began to play, she smiled. She would recognize the voice of his violin in a crowd of violinists. It was distinctly his, and it was her favorite sound in the whole world.

      She listened, letting the music wash over her, hearing the tone of his violin and the emotions he poured into it in a way only he could do. Aidan always left a piece of himself in the music he played. The melody was familiar but with an unfamiliar twist. It lulled her into a tranquil state of mind. She would sleep well tonight.

      So what do you think? he asked when he’d finished.

      It’s beautiful as always.

      I think you’re biased, baby. You have no idea how fierce the competition is here.

      I have an idea. She thought of the insane level of talent surrounding her as an art student at one of the best art schools in the country. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like at the level Aidan was competing.

      Put your critical ears on. You have such a great ear for music without the complication of all the technical BS to cloud your judgment. Your opinion is important.

      It’s Dvorák, but not in the traditional sense. It sounds like Humoresque, but it’s almost like there’s a touch of Coldplay in there, too. Am I losing it? That can’t be right. A frown creased her forehead.

      Yes, you totally got it. His grin was infectious. This is for my modern music class. We’re supposed to create an arrangement of a masterpiece from the Romance period with a subtle contemporary influence, and this whole time I’ve felt like I’ve butchered Dvorák beyond repair.

      You nailed the assignment, Aidan. It’s perfect, so stop obsessing and go wow your peers with your mad skills.

      Aidan snorted. You’re adorable, Lex. I always thought conservatory would be a breeze because I’m so far ahead of my mortal peers. But they make me work for it. There is some amazing talent here.

      Aidan … When are you coming home? And that was the bad thing about their telepathic link. She couldn’t always filter her thoughts. Never mind me, she rushed to say. You know I just miss you. She tried so hard not to make him feel guilty for staying in Germany longer than expected. It was selfish of her to begrudge him anything he wanted for himself and his music.

      I’ll be there for Christmas, Lex. I promise.

      I don’t mean to pester you. I’m so happy seeing you live your dream. You deserve this time, Aidan.

      I miss you, Allie. More than you could possibly know. I do love it here, but I’m so ready to come home.

      Allie constantly worried about him. When Aidan left, her clairvoyance had reared its ugly head, telling her this separation would last years, not months. It was ludicrous. Her gift was rarely so cut and dry; Allie refused to believe it would actually happen. Not when there wasn’t a single piece of evidence telling her things were headed that way. She could see his mind. He was just as homesick for her as she was for him. Still, the idea that some unseen force might keep them apart made her a panicky mess inside. A mess she tried to shield him from.

      Aidan simply would not do that to her. Not after all they’d been through. Her gift was wrong.

      Then why didn’t he come home at the end of summer like he promised? She cringed at the errant thought. Sorry, I didn’t mean that either. When he’d told her he wanted to stay for just one more semester, Allie had fully supported his decision, but it scared her.

      It’s okay, Lex. I’ll be home before you know it, and then you can help me find a place near Oberlin that’s not too far from your school.

      You can totally move in with me and Dare. Quinn, Sasha and Santi are all down for it.

      Well, those three make it work, but me, you, and Darius will need to take it slow considering your reaction every time we’re all in the same room together.

      You’re probably right. Before Aidan left, she tended to leave the room whenever the three of them were alone. But that was months ago. She understood her relationship with Darius so much more now. It helps now that I know not to feel guilty for my bond with Darius. It’s not romantic. He’s just my ride or die guy.

      Nice way to put it.

      I know this isn’t easy. Allie winced, hoping she hadn’t screwed up yet another attempt to explain to Aidan how she felt about his brother.

      I’m trying. He sighed. It’s just … I know you love me, but I want to be your ride or die guy.

      You’re my, I can’t live without you guy.

      Okay, say more things like that. His smile warmed her insides and she knew they’d be okay. Good night, baby, sweet dreams.

      Love you. Have a good day. Allie rolled over and closed her eyes with a smile. At least they had this.

      “Can we go to sleep now?” Darius asked through a yawn.

      “Sorry, er … phone call’s over, night, Dare. Love you.” Humming the last few bars of Aidan’s song, Allie fell asleep, content and confident in their love despite the physical distance between them.
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      Aidan’s head snapped back with a painful crunch of Naomi’s fist to his jaw.

      “Seriously?” He glared at her, spitting blood on the floor of the gym he shared with Naomi and his brother, Scott. “That was a cheap shot.”

      “Sorry,” she mumbled, looking anything but contrite.

      “What’s gotten into you lately?” Naomi had been on a tear since their lunch nearly a month ago.

      “Nothing,” Naomi insisted, taking her stance on the mat. They were sparring as a warm up for their training with Scott later in the afternoon before Aidan’s evening rehearsals.

      “It’s obviously not nothing, Naomi. I know when something’s bothering you.” Aidan took his position across the mat, crouching in a defensive pose.

      Naomi came at him like a freight train, slamming into his chest and wrapping her arms around him in a vise grip. She had him down on the mat again in seconds.

      “You’ve been pissy ever since I told you I’m leaving after this semester.” He broke her hold and grappled with her across the mat until he had the upper hand. “I know you think I should stay permanently, but I’ve made my decision.”

      “You still haven’t told her the truth.” She shoved him hard, sweeping her leg under his and flipping him onto his back.  “I’ll support your decision when you start acting like an adult and be honest with your girlfriend about what this decision of yours means. I’m not letting you give up your one chance at this school so easily. Not for her.”

      “Fine.” Aidan slapped the mat and relaxed the tension in his arms. Naomi did the same, rolling onto her back with a thud. “I will tell Allie everything. But it’s a conversation I want to have with her in person. I will tell her what it means to give up Germany, knowing I’ll probably never have this experience again, but I’m also telling her I do not want this anymore. I know you don’t understand, but it’s the right decision for Allie and me. I’m going home after the final symphony.”

      “I still have six weeks to change your mind.” Naomi shot to her feet, a scowl plastered on her face.

      “Why do you hate her so much?” Aidan snapped. “What did Allie ever do to you?” Aidan had never wanted to get in the middle of Allie and Naomi’s angst, but he couldn’t understand why they’d hated each other on sight. Neither of them had ever given the other a chance. It made his life a living hell. “I need you to get past this petty bullshit, Naomi.”

      “Petty?” she snarled. “That girl … never mind. Let’s just spar, I’m in the mood to kick your ass.”

      “Clearly.” Aidan rubbed his jaw where a bruise was forming.

      “Don’t be a baby, you’ll heal before your rehearsal tonight.”

      “Finish your thought, Naomi.” Aidan stood, relaxing his stance. “Let’s hear what’s so bad about Allie. Tell me what awful things she’s done to make you hate her so much before you ever even met her. Let’s get it all out, so we can move past it.”

      “You don’t want to hear it.” She shook her head, pacing to the other side of the gym for a bottle of water. It was just a pretense to put some distance between them. That was Naomi’s tell. Whenever things got a little too real, she left.

      “You’re not running away from this conversation. Not this time.”

      “Fine.” She whirled around, her clear blue eyes filled with emotions he’d never seen in her before. “I thought you of all people would get it, but you will always be blind where she’s concerned.”

      “All right,” Aidan said in a softer tone. “Tell me what bothers you about Allie and my relationship with her. I mean … you and I have a history … but you walked away from me, remember?” And despite his love for Allie, it still hurt, the way Naomi ended things with him and then flaunted her new relationship with Liam. Aidan ran his hand through his hair in frustration. As much as he didn’t want to admit it, he still had feelings for Naomi and it killed him to see her so hurt.

      “We both know I walked away before I could get hurt. Again,” Naomi said, her tone defeated.

      There wasn’t much Aidan could say to that. As much as he cared for her, it was always Allie and always would be. “You left me to be with Liam. Do you know how screwed up that is, to get dumped for your two thousand year old uncle?”

      “It was never like that with Liam. We were just friends. I flirted, he thought it was cute, but he refused to take it any further. That was it. The only bonus for me was it made you jealous and Allie insane with anger.”

      “So all that crap senior year was just a way to mess with Allie?”

      “You have no idea what it’s been like since she came into the picture.” She hung her head. “You’re right, it is petty bullshit, but it still hurts.”

      “Why don’t you tell me?” Aidan said, forcing himself to be patient. She was entitled to feel her feelings, as much as he might not understand them.

      “I have so many reasons to hate her.” She stood, fists clenched and eyes bright with anger. “The little golden girl of Kelleys Island.”

      “Golden girl?” Aidan wanted to laugh but thought better of it. Naomi believed in whatever was bothering her. She meant the world to him—even when she was being a brat, and he needed to try to see her point of view. “Okay, tell me. I’m listening.” He folded his arms across his chest, taking a moment to strengthen the block in his mind that kept his thoughts from waking Allie. She didn’t need to hear this.

      “Do you have any idea what it’s like to come in second place with literally everyone in your life? And you want to know who’s first? Go on, take a guess?”

      “Allie? That’s not—”

      “Oh, yes, it’s true,” she spat. “I know you love me in your own way, but it doesn’t hold a candle to what you feel for Allie. Second place.” She started pacing across the small room; the light streaming in through the high clerestory windows caught the golden undertones of her hair. She was beautiful, but she was broody and angry and he knew how that felt more than anyone.

      “Liam does care for me. At one point, it seemed like we were heading toward something real, despite the age difference holding him back. Then he bonded with his little redheaded sister, and he’s been distracted ever since. Second. Place. I used to babysit for Kahlynn all the time. I love that little girl, but she prefers Auntie Allie now and I hardly ever see her even when I’m home.”

      “She’s Kahlynn’s aunt. Of course they’re close but that doesn’t mean Kahlynn doesn’t love you too.”

      Naomi shrugged, sinking back down to the matt to sit across from him. “Darius and I have been on and off again since middle school. We suck at relationships, but we’ve always been close. Allie shows up and forges a Syntrophos bond with him, and he barely notices me anymore. Second place.

      “When Allie arrived, my whole world changed. I grew up with your family, but I was always on the outside looking in. Always wanting to be part of the group but I never had a place. And she just waltzed in and took her place.”

      Aidan scooted across the mat to sit next to Naomi. He didn’t have the words to make her feel better, but he needed her to know she was important. Without a word, he draped his arm around her.

      “And Quinn was captured because of her. We finally got him back and we lost Imogen—my mentor because of Allie. Imogen and Lucien have been at Soma since the battle and we’re no closer to bringing them home than we were when they were first taken. Not to mention what happened with Ming Lao and her parents. Allie got them killed, Aidan. And now Chloe and Jin are an absolute wreck.”

      “None of that is her fault,” Aidan interjected, his temper rising. Naomi had a point in some ways, but she’d crossed a line in blaming Allie for the battle last winter. “She didn’t willfully cause those things, and she fought like hell to keep them from happening at all.”

      “None of it would have happened if she never showed up,” Naomi snapped, and Aidan fought to keep his own emotions in check. Some deep and hidden part of his soul fractured under the pressure of loving two women who seemed to naturally oppose one another.

      Love? I don’t love Naomi. He wasn’t sure he could ever attribute what he had once felt for Naomi as love. The feelings he still harbored for her didn’t make any sense.

      “You have your father, Naomi. A father who loves you more than you give him credit.”

      “Don’t get me started on Dad.”

      “Greyson loves you. His world revolves around you, but you don’t let him get close enough to see it.”

      “I know he loves me. But do you know what it’s like to live in the shadow of your own mother? A mother you’ve never met or bonded with? I will always be second best to Isebeau Hauser. And I hate myself for being jealous of her. But it looks like these days I’m coming in third with my father.”

      “I don’t even know how to respond to that,” Aidan said.

      “I called Dad last night. Guess who answered the phone in my own house?”

      “Allie.” Aidan closed his eyes. She was Greyson’s new intern, but what was she doing at his house, answering his phone?

      “Apparently, she’s helping Dad with his lesson plans for the semester and feels comfortable enough to answer my damn phone in my damn house while my damn father is cooking her dinner!”

      “I do see your point there, Naomi. I’m so sorry.” Aidan pulled her into his arms before he could think better of it.

      “And Naeemah,” Naomi whispered. “She hates me.”

      “She doesn’t hate you. Mom’s just overprotective of her McBrien boys. You know we’re all momma’s boys.”

      “Did you know she’s the only mother I’ve ever known?” Naomi laid her head on his shoulder.

      “She cares for you in her own way,” Aidan assured her.

      “Did you know … when I was nine, I bonded with her?”

      Aidan leaned back to look at her with a frown. “You have a mother bond with her?”

      “It’s not reciprocated.” She cast her eyes down in embarrassment. “It’s okay. She doesn’t know—no one does. But she knows how it feels to have a bond with someone who doesn’t return it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I overheard her talking with your father once. She bonded Allie as her daughter, but Allie hasn’t returned it. She has a mother of her own.” Naomi pulled away from him. “Second place.” A note of contempt crept into her voice.

      Aidan’s heart ached for Naomi and all the hurt she’d experienced in her young life. “I’m so sorry.” He sat beside her, his arm around her waist and her head resting on his shoulder. He wanted to convey the depth of his feelings for her through his healing touch.

      “Don’t.” She pulled away from the warmth of his power. “Not like that.” She stood, crossing the room to gather her things. “Scott will be here soon so I’m going to head out.”

      “Don’t go.” Aidan followed her. “I’m sorry … I don’t have the words to tell you how I feel about you, Naomi. All I can say is, I love you as much as I love Allie, just in a different way. You are no less important to me than she is.”

      “Bullshit,” she scoffed, folding her arms over her chest. “I see the way you look at her.”

      “I can’t help that,” Aidan said, wishing he knew how to fix this.

      “It’s not that I’m jealous or in love with you that way. I know we don’t make as much sense as you and Allie.” Naomi uncrossed her arms. “I guess I don’t have the words either. I just … it kills me to see you giving up everything for her when I don’t think she realizes what she’s asking you to do.”

      “She’s not asking me, Naomi. She’s never asked me to give up anything. Since the beginning, Allie has been my biggest supporter for even coming here in the first place. Allie and I are together, and this is a decision we have made as a couple. I need you to hear me this time, Naomi. My education will not suffer because I’ve decided to attend Oberlin instead.”

      “I just want you to be absolutely certain.” Naomi sighed, finally relenting.

      Aidan hugged her close, his heart clenching in agony for her pain. Naomi was a dark horse. Depression affected Immortal minds as much, if not more, than it did with mortals. The crush of loneliness and the monotony of the years were sometimes more than some could bear. With Naomi, it was a constant battle, and Aidan wanted so much to help her. Little more than a year ago, he’d discovered he could lift the cloud of depression from her mind with his healing touch, but only for a short while. She’d found it worse when the clouds descended again, so she decided she preferred to stay as she was without his help. Aidan had worked tirelessly to hone that aspect of his healing gift. He hoped he could offer her a longer reprieve in the future.

      “Let me help you, Naomi?” he whispered as he held her.

      “It’s okay, Aidan. I can handle it.” She hugged him tight, neither willing to let go just yet. “Just being with you helps more than you could know.”

      Warmth stirred in his chest, vibrating outward, filling him with a sense of peace and something else he couldn’t define in words.

      “I said I was fine. You don’t need to make me feel better.”

      “I’m not doing anything. At least not on purpose,” he said. “I don’t know what this is.”

      Naomi tilted her head back, gazing into his eyes with a question on her face. Her eyes went wide, and her breath caught in her throat.

      Aidan’s own chest constricted, as if a tight band cut off his lungs. He couldn’t take a full breath. Their arms wrapped around each other, locking them in a painful embrace.

      “Is this … is your gift progressing?” Naomi struggled to get the words out.

      Aidan stared into her eyes, mesmerized. “I don’t think this is me.” His feelings for her crashed around in his mind, as if everything he knew about Naomi restructured in the span of a moment.  His thoughts and feelings evolved to a higher level of understanding his brain couldn’t even fathom before. “This is us.” He stared down at her, pressing his head against her forehead.

      “What is this, Aidan?” He could see the same realizations forming in her mind. Her heart pounded against his chest as he held her tighter, wanting to be close to her.

      “Do you have any idea how much I need you, Naomi?” he murmured against her hair. “I can always count on you to be completely honest with me. You’re always looking out for my best interest, even when my focus is somewhere else, you remind me to be true to myself.”

      “Are we … bonding?” Naomi gasped, struggling to catch her breath.

      “I think so.”

      “But how?”

      He saw it the moment her heart stopped beating. It was the same moment his own stilled in his chest.

      Golden fire blazed hot around them, like a cage of light separating them from the rest of the world. For that moment, it was only Aidan and Naomi. Nothing else mattered.

      Aidan fell to his knees with a sob, pulling Naomi down with him. Both gulped great gasps of air into their lungs. Aidan never tasted anything so sweet. It was like taking a breath for the first time.

      His heart leaped at the sight of Naomi’s smile, his pulse racing at a hypnotic speed. He thought his heart might burst right out of his body, so strong was the force of his new heartbeat. But it wasn’t alone. His pulse was strong, but so was Naomi’s, thumping like an echo right alongside his.

      “I know what this is,” he whispered, closing his eyes as his perspective changed in an instant.

      “I’ve never felt anything like this,” Naomi said. “It’s so powerful.” She looked at him, her gaze uncertain.

      Aidan lifted his hands to cup her beautiful face. “Is this what it’s like for Darius and Allie?” Part of him wanted to tear his brother’s face off for daring to care for Allie the way he now cared for Naomi—and he was fully aware of how big of a hypocrite that made him—but the other part of him finally understood what they were going through. “You are a part of me, Naomi. You’re my Syntrophos.”

      “Syntrophos.” She tested the word on her tongue. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. I saw it happen to Allie and Darius. He once described the feeling to me. He wanted me to know how much he cares for Allie, but he made a mess of explaining it.” Aidan could laugh at the memory now, but at the time, he’d struggled not to kick his brother’s ass for falling in love with his girlfriend. He got it now. No one had invented words to describe what he felt for Naomi. There was no question Allie was the love of his life, and that would never change, but in a way, Naomi was the second love of his life and his best friend. It was the best he could come up with, but that still didn’t do justice to his feelings for either woman. This almost spiritual love for Naomi existed on a whole different plain than any he’d experienced before. It was friendship, but more. It was family, but more. It was … transcendent.

      “This is permanent?” Her eyes grew soft, and he felt the tension leaving her body.

      “Yes,” was all he could say.

      “You’re mine this way? Forever?”

      “Yes, Naomi. I am your Syntrophos. I really don’t know exactly what that means yet, but I do know you own a piece of my heart forever.”

      The smile lighting her face took his breath. “Aidan,” she whispered, letting her fingers trail through his hair in an intimate gesture. “I don’t know if I’ve ever felt like I belonged with anyone. This is so new. I can hardly fathom it. For the first time in my life … I feel whole. Like I’m finally … enough.”

      “You were always enough, Naomi.” He held her tight, hoping she never felt lost or alone ever again.
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