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        Our family is broken. Our hearts are shattered. Everything we’ve been fighting for is slipping through our hands like mist.

      

        

      
        Darkwinter fae murdered one of my mates. Traitors on all fronts threaten to obliterate the last of our hope. And the Dark Goddess won’t stop coming for us until she drains the last of my magick and reclaims Midnight for herself.

      

        

      
        But as much as I’d love to curl up under a blanket and wait for death, I can’t give up now. Not on our home. Not on my monsters.

      

        

      
        Hudson, Jax, Evander, Elian, me… We belong to each other, and we’re going to fight for our family. To keep fighting no matter what our enemies conjure up next.

      

        

      
        Because as vile as those enemies may be, there are worse things lurking in the darkness. And it’s high time the villains of Midnight learn just what happens when a pissed-off Scorpio blood witch desperate to protect what’s hers finally gets a taste of true power.

      

        

      
        Blood and Magick is also available in audio narrated by Mackenzie Cartwright, Teddy Hamilton, Aaron Shedlock, and Jason Clarke!
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      I was an immortal fucking demon. I’d lost my humanity centuries ago.

      But I wasn’t so old I didn’t remember what pain felt like. Human pain—the crushing immensity of it. The helplessness. The way it could steal the breath from your lungs and make you feel as if you’d never be able to breathe again.

      I’d been human when my kid sister died in my arms. When my original family sold me to hell. When the cruelest, most vicious monsters in the pit tortured me until everything mortal about me had finally fled, leaving only a broken, brutal demon behind.

      And as that demon, I’d endured brutalities that made hell look like Disney World, especially here. Even when we’d escaped to New Orleans, I couldn’t shake free of Midnight’s nightmares. Of that feeling of loss and emptiness more vast than the Boiling Glass Sands, so dark and bleak I was certain one night it would swallow me whole, spit me out right back into the bowels of hell.

      But tonight, when that stupid, infernal, reckless fae fuck shoved me out of the way and I watched from the ground, powerless to do anything but gape as the fog just… just fucking pureed him...

      I’d sworn my insides disintegrated right along with his.

      Saint—my enemy, my bane, my brother and best fucking friend, was dead.

      And I finally understood—as the wet, wine-dark spray of him slid down my face—that I’d never really known pain at all. For all that I’d suffered, I’d never even come close.

      I was still blinking the blood from my eye when Hudson came into view, his face a mask of death. He knew at once what’d happened—witnessed the whole thing from above and just couldn’t fucking get to us in time.

      I saw the rage come over him then, his eyes smoldering with it, his muscles spring loaded as he leaped back into the air and went after the closest raven gryphon. They attacked him ferociously, but in the end, the gargoyle proved victorious. He took down two of those fucking hellspawn beasts—a shower of blood and bone and black feathers—before the witches called off their storm and retreated.

      Hudson and I scoured that mountainside for hours, desperate for any sign that Saint had escaped—that somehow, the scheming bastard had found a way to pull off the ultimate trick. To beat death. To come back to us, but… nothing but blood and mist and memory.

      It wasn’t a fucking trick. Saint had sacrificed his life for me. For all of us. Even after all the horrible things I’d said and done. The cruelty of it all, and he was just…

      Gone.

      Fucking gone.

      The storm had long since passed, no sign that the witches planned to return with reinforcements, but Hudson refused to fly. We trudged up the path in silence. Shock. I kept telling myself it was the cold, even though the snows had eased. I kept telling myself it was the cold because the alternative—that grief had rendered him flightless—was too much to bear when my own heart was already shattered.

      With every step, the silence of Midnight grew more deafening. My chest tighter. Breathing more impossible because my lungs just couldn’t fucking expand under the weight of the ugly truth filling up my heart.

      Yet still, my mind refused to budge.

      Saint would be waiting for us with Evander and Haley, it kept insisting. We’d get to the cave, and he’d stand up from behind the fire, a bowl of stew in hand, that cocky, crooked smirk shining out across the dim. Took you long enough, brothers, he’d say. And sure, maybe he’d be high again, maybe—ever the schemer—he’d be laughing his stoned ass off that Hudson and I had so thoroughly fallen for his ruse. I’d beat the shit out of him, but I wouldn’t be mad. Wouldn’t judge or condemn him for his antics or his little black pills. No fucking way. Never again would I so much as glower at him in distaste, if only… if only he’d just fucking be there.

      But now, as we finally neared the cave at the top of the rise, the entrance glowing with firelight from inside, the soft and all-too-intimate sounds of Haley and Evander drifting out on the chilled breeze, that stupid hope inside me guttered out.

      She was in there with our warlord. Our captor. Saint’s brother.

      She was… for now… happy.

      And I was about to fucking destroy it.

      No, not out of a jealous rage.

      But because someone she loved had died for me, and I couldn’t bring him back.

      I turned to look at Hudson. He held my gaze a long moment, defeat casting his eyes in shadow. His wings had been torn in the fight. His spirit broken.

      I nodded once. I would do this alone. I would fucking do this, because Saint died for me. For my pathetic life, and I owed him this much. I owed her this much.

      Giving Hudson a moment of privacy, I stepped inside. Saw the whole scene spread out before me, just as I’d feared.

      Haley and Evander, naked before the fire. Embracing. Laughing.

      I didn’t know what was worse—the fact that he’d made her laugh, or the fact that it might be the very last time I ever heard it.

      “Haley,” I said, my voice hoarse. Broken. I dropped two packs on the ground—mine and Saint’s.

      She gasped and jumped to her feet, grabbing a shirt to cover up.

      His shirt.

      Evander rose behind her. Nude. Erect. Proud and smug, glaring at us as if we’d better have a good reason for the interruption.

      “Jax!” she cried out, her smile breaking my heart a little more. “You made it!”

      I tried to memorize it. That smile. The light in her eyes, no matter who’d put it there. The warmth. Tried to hold on to it, knowing I was about to blow it all away.

      I drew in a shuddering breath, trying to find the words. But before I did, she saw it in my face. My eye, that fathomless window to the dark soul inside.

      “I… what’s wrong?” she whispered. “What happened?”

      I glanced at Evander. Still nude. Still smug. His shoulders tightened under my gaze, though. And there, behind all that self-righteousness, I sensed it.

      His fear.

      Sharp and acute.

      Hudson finally entered the cave, silently looming behind me. Blood dripped from his hands—his blood. The raven gryphon’s. Saint’s. The blood snow that’d finally vanished from the skies but still stained his skin.

      Haley’s eyes widened as she took in the sight of his torn wings.

      Her fear spiked, the scent of it mingling with Evander’s.

      “Hudson?” Haley gasped. “What… what happened? Where’s Elian?”

      Evander’s fear morphed into pure terror. He met my gaze again, his face etched in shock, the first glimpse of real pain flickering beneath.

      My legs could no longer hold me up.

      I dropped to my knees. Stared down at my useless, blood-stained hands. Tears blurred my vision.

      Blood dripped onto the floor behind me—the last of the snow melting from clothes and shoes and packs. The fire crackled and hissed, and I finally lifted my head to look into Haley’s eyes.

      “I’m so sorry, angel,” I said, every word scraping my throat raw. “Saint… Elian… he died.”

      And as I watched the look—that fucking look—bleed into the eyes of the woman I loved… the woman who loved Saint more than all the stars in the Midnight sky… I was reminded all over again just how little I’d known about true pain.

      Endless. That look in her eyes was endless.

      Haley fell to her knees before me. And Keradoc—Evander—whoever the fuck he was now finally had the decency to put on some pants.

      “What happened?” He crossed the chamber, knelt down beside Haley. He wrapped a hand around the back of her neck, steadying her. “Where the fuck is my brother?”

      “The—the witches,” I stammered. Helpless. Dying inside. “They conjured the fog and he just… He saved my life. I didn’t even see it coming, but he… One second he was across from me on the mountainside. He dropped his pack, the two of us bracing for incoming witches. And then… A flash in his eyes. A blur, and he just…”

      The images rushed through my mind. Torture. Fucking torture as I’d watched my brother turn into red mist. A body made of muscle and bone, blood and hair. Silver eyes and a rare but wicked laugh. Memories and mistakes and loss and loyalty… An entire fucking immortal existence… All of it rendered utterly insubstantial by the fog. The cold, cruel breath of the realm blew across the mountain pass, and Elian was gone.

      The Saint of the Hollow, the Saint of New Orleans. Just… gone.

      The cave walls wavered, and Haley touched my face, her own pinched. Tears glazed her eyes, but they didn’t fall.

      “It’s fine,” she whispered. “He’s fine.”

      “No,” was all I could manage.

      She glanced up at Hudson. Frantically shook her head. When she spoke again, her voice had risen in volume and pitch, echoing throughout the cave. “You guys are being ridiculous. We just need to… We need to go out there and find him, is all.”

      “Angel,” I breathed, reaching for her, but she was already getting to her feet, flitting away like water, like smoke, and I stayed on my knees and kept right on reaching for her as if I could grab her and hold on long enough to make this okay. To fix it.

      To bring him back.

      My fingers clutched at nothing but the chilly air, and I watched with my heart stuck in my throat as she quickly dressed and then knelt before Saint’s pack, her hands trembling.

      “He needs… something,” she murmured, yanking open the ties. “Warm clothes. Maybe different boots… Is it still snowing? He’ll definitely need good boots if it’s still snowing. These mountain paths are no joke.”

      Evander got to his feet. Offered a hand to help me up, and I took it, both of us exchanging a pained glance as Haley carried on, babbling as if Saint had merely lost the trail. As if he actually needed boots. As if he still had feet to carry him back home.

      Releasing Evander’s grip, I forced myself to go to her. I had to make her understand. To accept this, no matter how devastating.

      Hudson still hadn’t moved. Hadn’t made a sound but for that blood still drip-drip-dripping from his body.

      I slid my hands over Haley’s shoulders, my touch unbearably gentle when all I wanted to do was crush her against my chest and never let her go. Never let her take a step outside of this cave, because inside it maybe there was a chance… A chance I could keep her safe. Keep all the cold, brutal things from ever laying a hand on her. Keep her whole and warm and fucking alive.

      Hear that laugh again, even if it was Evander who brought it out.

      “Haley, listen to me,” I said, struggling to keep my voice from breaking. My fucking heart. “I know this is hard, but you need to hear this. Saint is gone. He’s dead, Haley. He’s not lost. He died. We have to—”

      “Find him!” she shouted, rocketing to her feet and whirling to face me. Her green eyes flashed—not with grief, but frustration. Fury. “We have to find him, Jax!”

      I wrapped my arms around her. Held her tight, even as she beat her fists against my chest. Even as her whole body shook. Even as she just kept saying it, over and over.

      Find him. Find him. Find him…

      The agony in her voice ripped me to shreds all over again, and I knew—I fucking knew—it didn’t matter if I chained her up in this cave for the rest of her life.

      This pain, right here, was worse than any brutal thing that existed outside these walls.

      And I—an immortal fear demon forged in the bowels of hell—didn’t have the strength to protect her from either.
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      For the first time in my life, I had absolutely zero tears for Elian. Seriously—not a single drop—not even when the hopelessness in Jax’s voice threatened to break me. Not even when the dark clouds in Hudson’s eyes were so all-encompassing, I worried they might swallow us all.

      Nope. Not going there.

      Because if I let even one stupid tear fall, it would mean I actually had something to cry about. And I didn’t. All I had was something to be annoyed about—that Elian had gotten himself hurt and separated from the others, and now everyone was staring at me like I’d lost my damned mind just because I wanted to go back out there and get him.

      Well, they’d obviously been through hell fighting off those weather witches. Hudson was in rough shape. Jax was completely out of sorts. Both of them were bloody and filthy. They could stay here by the fire—clean up and recuperate, if that’s what they needed—no judgments.

      But me? I needed to get back out there and find my man.

      “Gloves,” I said firmly, freeing myself from Jax’s crushing embrace and returning to Elian’s pack. “That’s what he needs. Maybe some hiking socks, too. You have to protect the extremities in cold weather, right?” I fished a pair of soft leather gloves from the pack, and something else fell out with them, hitting the cave floor with a quiet tick.

      A piece of paper folded into a square the size of a cracker.

      I picked it up, gently unfolding it. Smoothing out the creases.

      Even as my hands trembled, blurring the image before me, I knew at once what it was.

      Holy shit, he must’ve been carrying it with him all this time…

      I felt Jax hovering behind me, his breath catching.

      “There was a street fair in Blackmoon Bay,” I said softly. “This guy was doing caricatures and portraits—I dragged Elian over to him. Elian laughed and rolled his eyes the entire time, but he indulged me.” I traced my fingertips along the lines—me, sitting in Elian’s lap, my smile wide. Elian whispering in my ear, a glint of mischief in his eyes.

      I still remembered what he’d said that night. That moment.

      When we get home, you’re going to pose for me, naked and blindfolded. And I’m going to lick every part of you until you’re singing all my favorite songs…

      The lines of my face were smudged and faded, as if he’d unfolded this paper and ran his fingers across it ten thousand times.

      How many nights had he spent looking at us? Touching my face the way I now touched his? Remembering me, missing me, when all along I’d thought he’d forgotten?

      Grief wrapped my heart in a vise, but I refused to let it break me.

      I folded up the paper and tucked it back into the pack, resuming my hunt for warm socks.

      “Snacks,” I said. “He might need snacks. Is there any cheese left?”

      The light flickered as someone moved closer, footsteps like whispers in the darkness. I hoped it wasn’t Evander. I couldn’t look at him now. Couldn’t risk seeing even a glimmer of his twin’s face…

      But it was Hudson who came to stand behind me now. I felt his love for me through the bond, sweet and all-encompassing. His sadness, too, as heavy and immovable as the mountains themselves. All of it slipped beneath my ribs, and the defenses I’d built up around my heart began to crumble. A crack. A fissure.

      I sucked in a sharp breath and closed my eyes, willing away those fucking tears that stung the backs of my eyes…

      No. Do not cry. Do not fucking cry for him…

      The air shifted, and my gargoyle knelt behind me. He was in his human form now, the blood vanishing along with his wings. He rested one strong hand on my shoulder. Warm. Solid. Reassuring.

      His breath stirred my hair, and then his voice was in my ear, the soft rumble making me shiver. “Babygirl, I can’t pretend to know how you’re feeling, but—”

      “Worried, Hudson. That’s how I’m feeling. I’m worried about Elian because he’s out there somewhere, alone, scared, injured… and we need to find him. We just need to find him, okay?” I nodded as if to affirm it for myself, cementing all those words in my mind. What choice did I have? I certainly wasn’t going to sit around wringing my hands over it. Searching for him was a thing I could actually do. My one fucking piece of lasagna, which was about all I could manage in that moment.

      Hudson squeezed my shoulder, but didn’t say anything else. Didn’t even move.

      “You’re injured,” I finally managed.

      “I’ll heal.”

      “But… there was so much blood. I saw it.”

      “Gargoyles have a lot of extra blood vessels. It’s what helps us shift so quickly. But I’m okay, babygirl. I promise.”

      I turned to meet his eyes, and he watched me for a long beat, his face tight with the effort of holding back his pain. No, not the pain of his torn wings, his surface wounds. But something I refused to truly see. Refused to acknowledge, because for him to be in pain like that could only mean…

      Nope. Not possible.

      So I turned away from him and dug around for the damn socks and told myself, again and again and again, that he and Jax were being overdramatic. That they’d misinterpreted what they’d seen out there. That the stress of fighting off the weather witches and the raven gryphons, of making their way up the mountain through the blood snow, of finding their way back to me had simply confused them.

      I took another deep breath. Focused on the scents of the cave—the wood smoke. The stew Evander had made for me, remnants congealing in the pot. The lingering warmth of our desire, the bedrolls not yet cool.

      A spark of magick skittered down my spine, settling low in my stomach. Across the chamber, someone else inhaled sharply.

      I knew without looking up it was him. My warlord. My dark lover. He’d sensed that spark—felt it—because the magick of Midnight belonged to him as well. It bound us to each other. To this land and all its beautiful darkness.

      The thought should’ve brought me comfort, but it only cracked another chunk off that wall around my heart. The edges of it flickered with pain. Raw. Exposed.

      “Haley,” Evander whispered, but I still couldn’t bring myself to look at him. To acknowledge the loss looming over us like a dark, inescapable cloud.

      The magick inside me finally fizzled, and a tremor rumbled up through my legs. For the briefest instant I worried the ghouls of Beggar’s Moat had come for me, tracked me through the mountains to finally claim what I’d denied them the night the guards left me for dead. I stared at the ground between my knees, waiting for the crack in the earth. Waiting for the bones to rise. To drag me to the deep places of a world without light. Without hope.

      But it wasn’t the ground that shook, I realized. It was me. A great wave rippled up from my feet, through my legs, into my chest and arms. My teeth chattered, every cell in my body vibrating with the effort of keeping my heart from exploding.

      “Hey,” Hudson murmured into my hair. He gripped my elbows, his massive hands warm and steadying as he gently urged me to my feet. “Mind if we step out and get some air? Something I need to tell you.”

      Still shaking, I nodded, grateful when he scooped me into his arms and tucked me in close, relieving me of the burden of having to walk even a single step.

      I think we both knew that if I so much as tried, I would’ve collapsed.

      I had just enough strength to reach up and touch his face, and when he met my eyes, I said the only word I could manage just then.

      “Fly.”
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      I watched, stunned into silent paralysis, as the gargoyle carried Haley out of the cave.

      How was it possible that only minutes had passed? Minutes since I’d held her in my arms? Since I’d kissed her breathless and she’d filled up the emptiness of this dark cave—of my heart—with her terrible singing?

      Since her men had returned without their third—without my brother?

      I blinked slowly, as if my mind simply couldn’t keep up with the turn of events.

      Across the dim space, Haley finally spared me a glance, her dark head lifting over the gargoyle’s shoulder to meet my gaze. I don’t know what she saw in my eyes, but her own suddenly filled with a terror so plain, so sharp, it tore through me as readily as a blade.

      With that single look, I understood why the demon had fallen to his knees.

      The helplessness I felt in that moment threatened to rise up and sweep me clear off the mountain.

      The magick that had bound me to her faded, and it was only the demon’s hand firm against my chest that made me realize I’d moved at all. That I’d reached for her as she vanished into the starry dark void beyond the cave entrance.

      I blinked away the haze and looked at him, that blue eye glaring at me, glassy and raw, mirroring Haley’s pain.

      “She needs time,” he said.

      “We don’t have the luxury of—”

      “Evander,” he snapped, and I finally relented, backing off.

      “And you?” I asked, if for no other reason than to provoke him into conversation—any conversation. Anything other than the deafening silence of the dead. “What does her demon need?”

      He groaned and scrubbed a hand over his face, massaging the skin above his ruined eye. Phantom pain, perhaps.

      I suppressed a shudder.

      “I don’t know what the fuck I need,” he said. “But even if I did, I sure as hell wouldn’t be getting it from you.”

      I let it go without a response, and he turned his back and stalked toward the entrance. He didn’t leave, though. Just leaned against the stone, arms crossed over his chest, eye undoubtedly roving along whichever route Haley and her gargoyle had taken.

      Never before had I felt so torn between opposing worlds—opposing lives—as I felt in that moment, standing immobile between the darkness beyond the cave and the fire burning within it. My brother—their friend and ally—was dead. That alone should have given us some common ground, yet I was no closer to the demon than I’d been the night I’d put him on his knees in the throne room and watched as my guards riddled him with bolts.

      I searched my heart for an ache, but found none. Only a deep, endless longing for the woman who no longer needed me—if she’d ever needed me at all. And why would she? Haley had her gargoyle and her demon now. Men who loved her. Men who loved my brother, when all I could feel was… empty.

      And I’d meant what I’d told her earlier—time was not on our side. Regardless of the ill fortune that had befallen Elian of Autumnshire, I still needed to reach the fae who dwelled beneath this mountain range. Still needed to convince them to fight by our side, even if I had to do it alone.

      I finished dressing in silence, then checked my pack, picking up where I’d left off just before she’d told me the story of my scars and the silver wolf who’d given them to me. Before she’d wrapped her arms around me and upended my entire world.

      “Going somewhere?” the demon finally asked. He didn’t turn from his watch beyond the cave, but still, I felt his gaze on me. His judgment.

      “Melantha’s army continues its advance through the desert. I don’t believe she’s manifested yet, but her presence grows stronger—I can feel it in the magick. It’s… changing.” As if it were listening in, the magick rippled through the surrounding stones. Barely perceptible, but there. Making itself known. Present.

      I wondered if Haley could feel it now, too. If this magick would always tether us. Change us.

      “I need to move forward with my plan,” I continued, closing up the pack. I kept it light—either I’d find the fae and convince them to aid me, or I wouldn’t be making a return trip. “We need allies, and—”

      “Your brother is dead, Evander.”

      “So you’ve said.”

      “Your brother is dead,” he repeated. “Your brother.”

      Again, I mined the depths of my heart, searching for something beyond that yawning dark emptiness.

      But there was only the dim echo of memories I could no longer reach. Memories that belonged to another man in another time in another realm, as lost to me now as the brother I would never know.
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      Please tell me you’ve got the words to make this better, Hudson. Please…” Haley’s voice broke, and whatever was left of my heart fucking cracked in half.

      The one time I needed words more than anything, I couldn’t find them—not even for her. Because the words to explain this fucked-up mess didn’t even exist.

      Ignoring the pain in my tattered wings, I’d shifted back into warrior form and flown us out about a mile down from the cave, desperate to escape the crushing sadness inside those suffocating stone walls. Now, Haley and I sat side by side on a nameless rocky ledge, legs dangling out over nothing but black air, the sprawl of Midnight’s darkness stretching on for an eternity below.

      All I could think about was the fall.

      Would death claim us as swiftly as it’d taken Saint? A blink, a breath, and then… nothing? Would we find peace? Had he found peace?

      Fucking Saint. All those pills. His pain. Was it possible he’d finally escaped it?

      I tried to hold on to that thought. To the blind hope that no matter how badly the rest of us fucking hurt to lose him, maybe Saint was… maybe he was finally okay.

      But I couldn’t know that for sure, and hope and pretty wishes would never be enough to calm the storm raging inside me. To dry the tears from Haley’s eyes and bring that smile back to her face.

      Saint. Elian. Our brother. Our family. He was… gone.

      “Tell me this isn’t happening,” she whispered, and I shuddered, desperate to keep the full extent of my pain inside. In that moment, it felt so fucking sharp I was pretty damn sure it would slice her up if she got too close to it.

      I closed my eyes and squeezed her hand tight. Blew out a long, broken breath. Didn’t matter how many times I’d witnessed death up close and personal, how many fucking times I’d seen the most violent, gruesome shit imaginable. It never got any easier, and it never made any sense. How could someone be standing there one second, and then—in a single heartbeat, in a literal blur—just stop fucking existing?

      Still wordless, still spinning, I pulled her onto my lap and held her against my chest, tucking my torn wings around her as if that alone could keep her safe.

      “He’s not dead,” she whispered, her whole body trembling in my hold, voice softer than the breeze. “Elian… what we had… what we have… If he were truly gone, I would know it. Deep in my heart, I would know it.”

      I stroked her hair, wishing like hell I could just leap off this fucking mountain and fly her somewhere else—to some other realm where the light still shone, where darkness and pain could never touch her again.

      “Do you know what I told him?” she asked. “One night when we were still back at the apartment in Amaranth City? I told him that after he left me—after I was sure he was never coming back—I would fantasize that he’d died. He stood right in front of me, and I looked him in the eyes and told him I wished he had died, because it would’ve been easier than watching him disappear a little piece at a time… God. How could I say something like that, Hudson? How could I be so cruel?”

      Tears blurred my vision, the breeze cold on my warrior skin. I could feel her pain through the bond. Her desperate ache. The dim flicker of hope that somehow this had all been a mistake.

      “I just got him back,” she said. “I spent five years hating him. Five years wasted to anger and bitterness, and all along, he was here. He was here with his brothers, fighting for you all, fighting for what he thought was right, and I finally… I finally understand him, Hudson. I understand why he made the choices he made. Turns out all those things I cursed him for are all the things I most admire about him, and if he’s gone—truly gone—then I’ll never get to…”

      She sucked in a sharp, shuddering breath and pressed both hands to her chest, as if she could keep her heart from leaping right out and splattering on the rocks. When she opened her mouth again, no more words came out. Only gasps. Sobs.

      Agony.

      “Breathe, Haley. Please, babygirl. Just breathe.” I could no longer keep the pain from my voice, from spilling right out of me like blood from a wound. I felt it wrap around us both, heavy and endless, as dark as the Midnight sky. I ran a trembling hand down her back. “I need you to breathe for me, because if you don’t, I can’t… I can’t get through this without you…”

      “I’m falling apart, Hudson. I’m falling apart and you have to tell me it’s okay. Tell me this is just a nightmare. One of Elian’s schemes. A trick of the realm. Something…”

      Fuck, I wished I could lie to her, just this once. She wanted it so badly. Needed it—all that sugar coating.

      But that’s not how it worked with us. Never would be.

      I slid my hand around the back of her head and held her against my chest, my tears soaking into her hair as hers spilled all over my skin, and I whispered the only words I could find.

      “I got you, babygirl. I fuckin’ got you.”

      She went boneless in my arms, and a howl so vast, so desperate, so full of anguish exploded out of her, the sound of it carving me out inside, my wings trembling as she clung to me and sobbed, and in that brutal moment, it was only my love for her—my fated promise to take care of her—that kept me from shifting into my human form, closing my eyes, and jumping right over that black fucking edge.

      The cold wind scraped across my skin, and in the light of the triple moons, there we sat, the warrior and his witch, his mate, both of us succumbing to that gaping, gnawing hurt.

      And then, finally… breathing. Just fucking breathing.
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      I didn’t know how much time passed before the trembling stopped—hers, mine. The mountain itself. But eventually she pulled back to gaze up at me, and through them tear-soaked lashes, the change came over her swiftly.

      Grief faded from her eyes, and in a blink, that fierce, steely, Haley Barnes determination lit a new fire behind them. A bright fucking blaze in the darkness.

      “I know Death,” she said. Then, in a whisper that sent a chill slithering down my spine, “I can bring him back.”

      My arms tightened around her instinctively, as if she might bolt right out of my hold and throw herself off the mountain just to find her way back to him.

      “Haley…” It was a warning as much as a plea. “No. Necromancy is… No. Saint doesn’t even have a—” I clamped my mouth shut over the word. Body. He’d been liquified by the fog. Liquified. All that remained of my brother had soaked into the Midnight soil. Into my skin. Jax’s.

      I could still taste his blood in my mouth. Smell it. Feel it.

      But Haley was already shaking her head and wriggling out of my embrace, this new mission giving her strength. Purpose. “You don’t understand, Hudson. I know Death. Literally. From everything in Blackmoon Bay… Death is one of my sister’s mates, only he became mortal and the death mantel passed on to…” She swallowed hard, then said, “Reva. She was one of our witches. A kid—teenager. She helped save us from Darkwinter but she… she didn’t survive the final battle. Not as a mortal girl, anyway. But Liam—Death—he found a way to… I’m not sure exactly how it all happened, but I know her, Hudson. So if I can find a way to get to her before Elian’s soul crosses into the Shadowlands, maybe she can send him back to us.”

      The Shadowlands. The place where the dead found their eternal rest.

      Assuming they made it that far. Assuming they weren’t bound for hell.

      But Saint… no. He wasn’t going to hell. Not after all he’d sacrificed for us. If that’s how the universe worked, then Death and everyone else involved could go fuck themselves, far as I was concerned.

      “The Shadowlands weren’t meant for the living, Haley,” I said, as gently as I could. “You’re talking about risking the loss of your own soul and facing down Death—that’s assuming you can find her. Friend or not—teenager or not—it won’t be an easy battle.”

      “If that’s what it takes to save him? If there’s a chance?” She wiped away the last of her tears, the color returning to her cheeks. “I don’t care how hard it is. I’m doing it. And I’d do it for you and Jax, too. For… for anyone I care about.”

      “Evander.” The name was out before I could stop myself. Stop the flames of jealousy that had flickered to life the moment we’d returned to that cave and still hadn’t yet dimmed, despite the weight of everything else.

      “Evander,” she said firmly. It wasn’t a question, but I could tell from the look in her eyes she wanted my thoughts on the matter.

      I took her hands in mine. Pressed a kiss to every one of her knuckles, then released her hands so I could cup her face. “Evander… Saint’s brother…” I shook my head, still not quite believing how much had happened in the last couple nights. “If you’re telling me you care for him, and you’re telling me he’s worthy of it… Then hell. Doesn’t matter what I think of him. You know I support you, Haley. Always.”

      A nod. A faint, relieved smile. “But it does matter, Hudson. It matters to me. For better or worse, there’s something that connects him to me beyond the fact that he’s Elian’s brother. And that means he’s connected to you and Jax as well. To all of us. I don’t know how it happened, or why, or what it all means… And maybe I could make sense of it if I had more time. If we weren’t facing this war and Melantha and everything with…” She sighed again, her lashes lowering. “With Elian. But that only makes me realize how important all of you are to me. Logical or not, we were meant to find each other. All of us. Which is exactly why I need to bring Elian back. To bring our family back.”

      Fresh tears slipped down her cheeks, wet and warm on my hands, but they weren’t tears of grief. They were the tears of a fighter preparing for battle. Tears of a warrior who was ready to face down death for the man she loved.

      I stared at her, awed and humbled. Still so fucking gobsmacked that the fates had seen fit to bring her to me. To make her mine. Ours.

      I thought I’d understood loyalty. Bonds. Saint and Jax and me—we were brothers. Even without the blood oath and the tattoos, we were fuckin’ brothers. But Haley? Her loyalty was unparalleled. She was talking about fighting Death. Literal death just for a slim chance to bring him back to us.

      Now, looking into her infinite eyes under the triple moons of Midnight, I smiled. “I said it before and I’ll say it again. If anyone can save him, babygirl, it’s you.”

      “But you… you don’t think it’s possible.” Her shoulders slumped.

      “I don’t think it’s likely,” I answered honestly. “But… That ain’t a reason not to try.”

      She nodded and let loose a heavy sigh. “So you didn’t bring me out here to convince me to just… accept that he’s gone? To let him go, once and for all?”

      Another shudder rippled through her body, and I drew her close and pressed a long kiss between her brows, wishing I could make sense of the feeling burning in my heart. Wishing I could turn it all into words so she would know—truly—what I felt.

      My whole life in this body, in this universe… a thousand fucking years… and I could count on one hand the people who’d fight for me like that. Saint. Jax. And now…

      “Haley, I’d no more try to talk you out of fighting for the man you love than I’d try to talk you out of casting spells or growing them gorgeous black roses. It’s all part of who you are, part of the woman I fucking love more than all the stars in the sky, in this realm or any other, and I don’t want to change that about you. Never. Never.”

      She climbed into my lap again and I ran my hand down her back and buried my face in her hair. Mine. My fierce little monster girl, my mate.

      “I brought you out here,” I whispered, “because I need you to know you’re not the only one who loves him.” I closed my eyes as my throat tightened around the words. “I need you to know how much Saint means to me.”
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      You never asked me about the not-talking thing,” I said softly. “Why it took me so long to open up to you, even though we clearly had a connection from the start. Why I still find it hard to talk to everyone else.”

      “I figured you’d share if and when you were ready. And if you didn’t, well…” Haley’s breath misted against my chest, her fingers tracing idle patterns along my forearm as I held her tight. “It’s the same thing you said about me, Gargs. It’s all part of who you are. Part of the man I love. Words or no words—that doesn’t change how I feel about you. Doesn’t change our bond.”

      “No, but knowing this… It might help you understand things better. Me. Saint. Why he… why he sacrificed so much to get us out of Midnight.”

      She stiffened, the weight of my old ghosts pressing in close. I knew she could sense it through the bond—my shame. My private darkness. The rage that would continue to simmer inside me until Mad Marco and the last of his traitorous fucking crew were dust in the wind.
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