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      “Back again, Harlow? I thought you wanted to get away from us, yet here you are, night after night.”

      The cool caress of his fingers left tingles in their wake as they trailed across my shoulders. His touch was so familiar, so comforting in a way a nightmare’s touch should never be. I held back the shiver that vibrated through me, though I’m sure those fathomless, obsidian eyes framed by a curtain of wavy, black hair caught the way my body reacted to him.

      He never did miss much when it came to me. Like those shadowy eyes knew exactly how to read me, down to the twitch of my fingers and the hitch of my breath.

      Like he knew me more fully than I could ever hope to know myself.

      “I’m dreaming,” I told the man wreathed in inky black. “If I knew how to turn you into a Chris Hemsworth look alike with a bottle of massage oil in hand, I would. But since this is how you always appear year after year, it seems my subconscious has a thing for broody emo guys.”

      His responding laughter wrapped around me like a velvety blanket, and damn me if I didn’t love that sound.

      “Night, I miss that mouth of yours,” he murmured under his breath, eyes dropping to my lips. I didn’t think the words were meant for my ears.

      “When are you coming home to us, princess?”

      Warm breath fanned across the back of my neck, and I spun at the sound of a low, male voice that bordered on a growl behind me.

      A normal girl would have run from the inhuman gold irises that studied me mere inches from my face; would have run from the too-sharp canines and the shaggy moon-white hair that couldn’t hide the darkness lurking beneath his skin. But I’d never been normal, and, rooted to the spot by some otherworldly gravity that made it impossible to even take one step away, I tried to keep my voice from wavering when I answered.

      “Why do I keep having this dream?”

      Those golden eyes with flames of fire dancing deep within didn’t blink. “To torment us.”

      “You don’t seem like the type of men to be tormented. You look like the type to do the tormenting.”

      The fire in those molten orbs guttered. “With everyone but you, princess.”

      I sensed, rather than saw, two more bodies step out from the dark recesses of my subconscious just as a harsh sound blared through the world, slicing through my head.

      “Harlow,” the first man began, his ghostly pale face marred with a frown. He opened his mouth to speak again as those two new figures took shape in my periphery. The whole world pulsed with sound again and shimmered at the edges, tugging me away. When I didn’t respond—my eyes no longer able to focus on him—his frown deepened, frustration pulling at his brows.

      I couldn’t make out his features.

      But I could feel the cool brush of his fingers against mine as I woke with a start to the screaming of my alarm and light creeping through my blinds. When my fumbling fingers finally silenced the harsh wakeup call, I lay there trying to recall every detail of their features, to memorize every nuance of the dream. Like maybe if I could remember everything clearly, they’d somehow become real.

      Of course, the details began to slip through my fingers like grains of sand the moment I opened my eyes. They always did, and it always left me feeling hollow and alone. Stumbling out of bed and into the cramped bathroom of my apartment, I could still feel the tingle of his phantom touch twenty minutes later as I brushed my teeth.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, as I rushed into the senator’s office, latte in hand and breath a bit short, I was greeted with the usual chaos. Interns scrambled by with wide-eyed looks of terror, assistants shouted at said interns, while the creative team I managed were all settling in for the day. Most of them cradled massive coffees with the same level of care and affection as me. We worked long days when the senator was up for reelection, and coffee was life.

      “Pike’s on a rampage.” The voice behind me carried the familiar dread we’d all started to feel as Nathaniel Pike’s campaign began to hit critical mass.

      “Morning to you, too, Becks.” I gave a rueful smile to my harried looking coworker and best friend.

      Her shoulder-length brown hair was tied up in a messy ponytail at the base of her neck, and she blew out a harsh breath to get the bangs framing her face away from her chocolate eyes.

      It didn’t work.

      “He wants to see you. Apparently some kid snapped a photo of him kissing his latest jail bait and it’s blowing up on social media.”

      I couldn’t contain my grimace. Pike had a thing for younger women, and not women in their mid-twenties like I was. He liked them much younger than that. Every paid staffer on the campaign knew about it, and we all worked tirelessly to keep the public unaware. A guy in his mid-forties running on a platform of social reform and corporate accountability being spotted giving a hickey to a nineteen-year-old girl with her boobs hanging out of her dress? Not a good look.

      It was only his track record of doing real good and helping at risk people that kept me showing up each day. If I didn’t care so much about the promises Pike was making to shake things up, to make real and lasting change, I’d have quit long ago. He could be a major asshole.

      But then again, everyone in Washington was these days, and he was most certainly the lesser of two evils.

      Taking a drawn-out gulp of coffee, I squared my shoulders, ran a palm along my long, lavender hair which was pulled up in an artful bun on the top of my head, and strode toward the closed door to Pike’s office.

      “Good luck,” Becks stage-whispered behind me.

      The sound of shouting grew louder with every step, and I willed my shoulders to relax, shaking them out before knocking sharply.

      “Come in!”

      Nathaniel Pike was an imposing man. Some would call him handsome, but there was a shrewdness to his brow, a calculating penetration to his gaze that I always thought worked against his otherwise classically perfect good looks.

      His tawny hair was styled in the usual way; smoothed to the side and held in place with pomade that probably cost more than my entire outfit. His full brows were pinched as he traded hissed words and shouts with the person on the other end of the phone held to his ear. The muscles in his square jaw jumped as he clenched and unclenched his teeth repeatedly while he paced around the room.

      All-American blue eyes flicked over me; a curt nod was the only indication the senator had even registered my presence.

      “You’re my publicist, Joe. Do your fucking job. You know, the one I pay you to do?” Pike’s eyes narrowed as his PR rep responded.

      I didn’t envy Joe this morning.

      Pike stilled, his back to me, and braced a hand against the wall. “I don’t see what the problem is! She’s legal, and that’s all that should matter. Fucking puritanical pearl-clutchers, all of them.”

      Another tense pause, and this time when Pike spoke, there was so much venom in his tone that I found myself taking an instinctive step toward the door.

      “Who I fuck and where I find them is nobody’s business but my own, and it has absolutely no effect on how I run my office. Fix it, or you’re fired, and I’ll make sure you never work another day in this town.”

      I was too far away to catch what his publicist had to say in return, but I’m sure poor Joe was doing some groveling before promising results. There was a brief moment of calm quiet when their conversation ended, like the world held its breath for a beat—stopping time with it—before Pike turned, and the world began to spin again.

      I watched, wide-eyed, as Nathaniel Pike transformed in front of my very eyes. The moment he hung up the phone, his face smoothed out, his eyes crinkled in the corners as he plastered on a megawatt smile, and his shoulders lost their tension.

      This was why he did so well in this town. Pike was a chameleon. A shape-shifter. He could become whomever he needed to be in a matter of moments.

      To my relief, he usually chose to be charismatic and charming with me.

      “Harlow. Good morning, so sorry about that. Why don’t you take a seat? Coffee?” Gleaming white teeth spread in a crocodile smile as he motioned to the chair opposite him and took a seat.

      “No, thank you, Mr. Pike, I’ve got some waiting for me on my desk.”

      “Please, Harlow, call me Nathan. After all, we’ve worked together for some time now. We’re more like friends than coworkers, right?”

      I wasn’t sure the man had friends, but I also didn’t want to be on the receiving end of his wrath this morning, so I offered him a non-committal smile and nodded.

      He watched me fold myself gracefully into the chair, eyes lingering a moment too long on my legs, before clearing his throat and leveling me with a practiced look of political contrition.

      “Unfortunately, I may need you to alter your plans for our social posts today. I’m getting skewered for my choice of dinner companion last night, and it seems to be all anyone can talk about.”

      “No worries, sir, I’ve got plenty of backup plans in place. I think I’ve got the perfect thing to change the conversation, actually.” I pulled out my tablet, flipping through the pre-made social media posts I’d put together until I landed on the one I was looking for. A puff piece with a photo of a smiling, pregnant mother holding her toddler.

      “How about we focus on the little town in Wisconsin you raised support for? The one that had contaminated water for five years? I’ve got tons of testimonials and quotes of people gushing about how wonderful you are for giving them their homes and lives back. There’s no way anyone can spin a story like that to work against you.”

      That crocodile smile grew wider as Pike scanned the photo and read through my caption. “You’re a genius, Harlow. What would I do without you?”

      Be roasted by the media for perving on girls who could be your daughter?

      “Oh, you’d do fine, I’m sure. I wasn’t the one that fixed the water in Franklin, that was all you.”

      “Remind me to give you a raise. Modest and smart? Your boyfriend is a lucky man.”

      I shifted in my seat. “Thanks.”

      Niko and I had broken up weeks ago, not that it was any real loss. We’d only dated for two and a half months. He couldn’t handle my work schedule, or the fact that he wasn’t the center of my world, and told me to give him a call when I was ready to put his needs first.

      He’d be waiting a long, long time.

      Unfortunately, Pike didn’t seem to miss my signs of discomfort, even though I didn’t want to discuss my dating life with the senator. Hell, I barely wanted to discuss it with Becks, and she was basically my only friend since we spent half of our lives in this office after dark. Niko wasn’t wrong that I was busy, but I’d rather hang out with Rebecca in an empty office with some rosé and plot the senator’s social strategies than babysit a needy man-child.

      “No more boyfriend?” Pike’s voice was understanding, and I could tell he was going for fatherly concern, but the whole thing made me squirm.

      I shrugged. “Sometimes you gotta kiss some frogs before you find your prince.”

      Rolling laughter filled the office, Pike’s eyes wrinkling in the corners even after his sounds of amusement died down. “Very true. Well, I’m sure you’re better off. Plenty of men out there who would line up for a date with a woman like you, Harlow.”

      If he noticed the way I squirmed at that statement, he didn’t let on.

      “Uh, yeah, well, thanks. I’ll go let the team know what our focus will be today, and I’ll make sure we’ve got some more stuff like this lined up for the rest of the week in case the media outlets run with their smear campaigns for more than one twenty-four hour news cycle.” I rose from my seat, clutching my tablet in front of my chest. “Let me know if there’s anything else I can do to help get things back on track.”

      “I’m sure this will do the trick. Now go drink your coffee before it gets cold.” The senator gave me a conspiratorial wink before turning his attention to the computer in front of him and I slipped from the office.

      Striding to my desk, I gave Becks as genuine a smile as I could conjure, grabbed my now lukewarm coffee, and turned to my team.

      “All right, folks, here’s the new plan for today.”
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Harlow

        

      

    

    
      There were days I loved my job, and then there were days like today.

      It was long since dark and most of my team was still bunkered down in the office, takeout containers littering every surface, as we all typed furiously to try to get ahead of the comments piling up on Pike’s social media posts.

      We’ve had enough pedo politicians. Time’s up, asshole.

      Good job fixing the water situation in Franklin. But did they run out of water in DC? Because the way you’re sucking that teenage girl’s face, it looks like you’re trying to pull it straight from her body.

      Hey, Senator. I’ve got a shit ton of college debt already after only a year. Wanna be my sugar daddy?

      At least some of the comments were mildly entertaining. Others were straight up vicious. Things like how they wished Pike would drop dead, or that he was a waste of oxygen, or that they hoped he had a heart attack mid-orgasm because at least then he’d go out doing something he loved.

      Ok, that one had me chuckling.

      We’d all seen the photo, and it was… unfortunate. I felt uncomfortable simply looking at it. The girl he was seen with couldn’t have been much older than eighteen but was made up more heavily than most drag queens. Though with significantly less skill. They’d been sitting so close together she was practically on his lap, and the kid that had snapped the photo managed to get just the right angle to show the senator’s hand creeping up the inside of her thigh. High up the inside of her thigh.

      All of it was so much worse than I’d anticipated, and it was clear we were going to need at least a week of puff-piece filler while Pike’s PR team did more overt damage control. If not longer.

      Which led to another late night.

      “Want my last spring roll?”

      The smooth tenor of my coworker, Seth pulled me out of my screen-induced trance. I blinked owlishly to get my eyes to focus on his face.

      “Hm?”

      His full lips broke open into a genuine smile as Seth shook his head at me, green eyes dancing. “My last spring roll. I know you like them, and you’ve barely touched any of your food. I get that you want to try to stay on top of this epic shit-storm, but it’s not worth making yourself sick over.”

      My stomach tensed.

      It’s not worth making yourself sick over.

      Flashes of hospital beds, nurses with needles and IV lines, and grim-faced doctors that towered over me like giants flashed through my mind’s eye. It wasn’t what he meant, and I knew it, but most people couldn’t possibly understand the weight such simple words could carry, or the way even the most casual use of them could trigger waves of panic when you’d had a childhood disease.

      One second, one barely perceptible flinch, was the only sign his words had rubbed against an old wound. A small enough reaction that most people never noticed. As a teenager, that kind of comment would have sent me curling inward, but I’d done a hell of a lot of work to move past that. My therapist had probably been able to retire early.

      Now? Now I took it at face value for what it was. A cute guy showing he’d noticed me, that he was interested enough to pick up on my blatant lack of self-care.

      And so I smiled, a genuine thing after that first spike of anxiety. “Thanks, Seth. A spring roll actually sounds amazing right now.”

      “No problem. I brought you some sweet and sour sauce, too.”

      “My hero,” I effused on an exhalation before taking a big bite. Even cold, it was delicious. “Wow. Yeah, I am still hungry. Guess I should see what’s left before everyone goes back for more.”

      “You should. They’re locusts, the lot of them. I’m surprised they haven’t licked the Styrofoam clean.”

      “Well, shit. Now I feel like I can’t lick the containers clean. Buzzkill.”

      He graced me with a lopsided grin before standing and holding a hand out to help me up from where I sat cross-legged on the floor.

      After scavenging through stacks of takeout containers, I had enough food on my plate to keep me going but balked when I stepped in front of the kitchen microwave and saw the time. I swear it was judging me for keeping my team in the office so late, and I winced. I’d take this home with me and heat it up there, because I couldn’t ask my team to stay any later. It was pushing ten p.m. and all we were doing was trying to dam a rushing river with two inch twigs.

      All the inflammatory comments would still be there in the morning.

      My team startled when I clapped, the sound jarring, as tired as we all were.

      “All right, everyone, time to call it a night. Sorry, I didn’t realize what time it was. I never meant to keep us here this late. You’re all rock stars, and I appreciate the hell out of you. Now go get some beauty rest, and I’ll see you tomorrow, then we can do it all again. This week is probably going to feel like political Groundhog Day, so go home, have a beer, and stay off of social media.”

      A chorus of chuckles and agreements filled the office before everyone broke into action, clearing away the evidence of our late night within minutes before streaming out the door.

      One by one, they said goodbye until the only people left lingering as I locked up the office were Becca and Seth.

      “Want a ride home? It’s kinda late to be walking.” Becks slung her purse over her shoulder and leveled me with a look. She hated that I walked to work. The streets around here were always busy, but crime was, too.

      “Don’t give me that look, I don’t live far.”

      “I’ll walk her home. At least part way.” Seth gave Becca a reassuring smile which had me rolling my eyes.

      “Seriously, you guys, you worry more than my parents do, and they worry a lot.”

      Becks cocked a hip. “Yeah, but do they know you walk home alone at night?”

      I couldn’t really argue the point, so I didn’t bother trying. “Fine. But I know you live about halfway to my place, Seth, so you can walk me as far as your apartment.” I held up my stabby little metal cat-ear keychain and my phone. “Anyone gets too close, and I’ll poke their eyes out then call the cops.”

      Not waiting for Becca to give me any kind of response, I wrapped her in a quick hug and said goodnight, beginning to walk without waiting for Seth.

      “Be careful and text me when you get home.”

      “Obviously. Night, Becks.”

      She and Seth exchanged quick goodnights before heavy footfalls sounded behind me moments before he caught up.

      “You honestly don’t get creeped out walking home alone at this time of night?” He studied me with open curiosity.

      I’m sure he saw what most people did. An average girl with lavender hair and a perpetual smile plastered on her face, thin but not too thin, tall but not too tall. Just overall boring, average, and normal.

      And I got it. Hell, that’s what I saw every day when I looked in the mirror. Sure, I had eyes the color of quicksilver that I loved—they always made me feel a bit otherworldly—but otherwise I was your run of the mill girl. Pretty, but not beautiful: the kind of woman you might give a second look but not a third.

      Some girls might have tried to make themselves stand out, and I had a time or two as a teenager, but I soon realized that if I stood out too much, people would notice the little quirks I didn’t want to explain.

      Like the way I never felt afraid in the dark and loved to take midnight walks to revel in it. Or the fact that my dreams always featured the same cast of characters. And if they really paid attention, they’d notice my obsessive hand washing, the way I shied away from anyone with even the smallest case of the sniffles, or took a few days off a year to drive out of state. Always to the same town, always at the same time of year.

      And while none of those things were too strange or too different, I found that I still didn’t want to share them.

      At least not with anyone I’d met so far.

      Turning to Seth with a shake of my head, I let a bit of honesty slip out. Just enough to get him to believe me so I didn’t have to answer twenty variations of the same question for the next fifteen blocks.

      “I don’t mind the dark or being alone. I’m always prepared, and no one’s ever bothered me. Plus, it’s good exercise.” My eyes went back to the sidewalk ahead of us as he continued to study me.

      “Fair enough. I prefer walking too. If you ever want some company on your walks, or don’t feel like being alone…” He let the offer hang between us.

      Seth was sweet, and cute, but something about him was too… wholesome for me. Which was a ridiculous thing to think, especially considering how disgusted I’d been all day over Pike’s distinct lack of wholesome qualities.

      “Thanks. That’s really sweet of you.”

      He grinned, not missing the brush off, but didn’t make anything of it. Maybe someday down the road he’d offer again and I’d be in a headspace to accept. My mom would love him.

      We chatted about inane topics for the next five blocks, pausing when he came to a halt on the sidewalk and hooked a finger to his left.

      “Well, I’m down this way. You’re sure you don’t want me to walk you home?”

      “I’m sure. Thanks, though.” I gave him a quick hug, which earned me a sweet smile. “Night, Seth.”

      “Night, Harlow. Text me if you need me.”

      I didn’t hide the playful rolling of my eyes. “Yeah, yeah. See you tomorrow.”

      The night was hushed, no more than a few souls to be seen for the next few blocks, and my chest expanded in the dark calm of it. Breathing came easier, despite the faint scent of piss that always flavored the air, and my steps became more fluid and relaxed.

      Shadows danced along the sidewalk and through alleys on the other side of the street, skipping around streetlights and flitting under flower boxes. Like ink in water, they moved, almost serpentine in their fluidity.

      The darkness had its own unique brand of beauty.

      I’d always wondered why more people didn’t see it.

      A few blocks away from my apartment, the skin on the back of my neck prickled. But this wasn’t the kind of sensation that would make me pick up my pace and speed-walk the rest of the way home. This was the unexplainable sensation of pleasant familiarity: a kinship with the raven-black shadows that felt so strongly like home.

      Sometimes, when I was truly alone, I’d speak to them. Hell, I’d carry on whole one-sided conversations with the darkness as if it was eagerly waiting for me to tell it about my day.

      But that was the kind of shit that would earn you dirty looks out in public, or maybe even get you picked up and held in the drunk tank for the night. So I settled for a contented sigh as the stygian darkness walked me the rest of the way home in companionable silence. Not even the drunks gathering outside of the bar a few blocks from my apartment bothered me.

      It was almost as if the shadows had cloaked me from their view.

      I couldn’t suppress my grin as I unlocked my place and stumbled inside, tossed the leftovers I was suddenly too tired to eat into the fridge, then shucked off my shoes and pants on the way to the bathroom where I ran through the most basic routine before falling into bed.

      Turning off the lights, I let the fathomless black wrap around me entirely, my eyes growing heavy.

      It had been a long day, and tomorrow wouldn’t be any better.

      “Goodnight,” I murmured on a yawn to my empty apartment and the velvety dark. The thick silence was reply enough.
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      The entire week was more of the same. 

      Unfortunately for Senator Pike, not only did the news media jump on the story of his jail-bait date like piranhas on chum, but the photo had spawned wave after wave of memes. 

      People had photoshopped Hello Kitty underpants on the poor girl, switched out Pike’s hand with a screen-grab of The Crypt Keeper’s, made jokes about how he was digging for votes… it was endless. 

      Pike hadn’t been seen in the office for days. 

      For the first couple of evenings we all stayed late, making a ritual of ordering takeout I’d forget to eat and blasting eighties music. It almost overshadowed the fact that we were swimming upstream, trying to respond to more trolls than any mythical kingdom had the right to possess, let alone America. 

      But by Friday afternoon, I felt sluggish and run down, and the idea of staying late into the night again didn’t hold any appeal. 

      “Hey, Harlow, could you help me with this?” 

      I spun in my desk chair to find the harried face of an intern I’d taken pity on a few days back when I helped her decode the printer. The thing was a dinosaur, and I’d finally had enough and kicked it, and it had sputtered to life. She’d come to me with the questions no one else could be bothered to help her with ever since. 

      Not that I minded. It gave me a chance to walk away from the vile crap being spewed in the comments section of every post we put up. 

      “Sure, what’s up, Cassidy?” 

      The pretty young woman bit her lip, fingers twisting the hem of her blouse. “I’m supposed to be booking flights for some of the senator’s associates, but I can’t figure out the website.” 

      “I’ll come over and take a look, I’m sure we can figure it out.” Giving her a bright smile, I pushed up from my chair, only for the world to spin and lurch around me. I braced a palm on the cool flat surface of my desk as I struggled to stay upright, pinching my eyes closed so I didn’t feel like I was trapped in some kind of vortex. 

      “Are you ok?” 

      Her concern barely registered as light flared around the edges of my vision. 

      “Hey. When’s the last time you ate?” Warm hands gripped my waist, Seth’s voice quiet behind me. 

      Still unsure if I would be able to stand on my own, I let him support my weight, leaning back against his chest for a moment as I took deep breaths in through my nose, exhaling slowly through my mouth. 

      Embarrassment warred with the sharp tang of worry that the episode was due to something more serious than an empty stomach. But I shoved the intrusive thoughts away, blinking owlishly at Seth. “Um… I had coffee this morning?” 

      “Jesus, woman. It’s three in the afternoon.” He turned his attention to a wide-eyed Cassidy. “Why don’t you go ask Rebecca to help you? I know she’ll be able to figure it out.” 

      The intern gave him a nod, her gaze flitting back to me before scurrying away toward Becca’s desk. 

      “Becks will love you for that,” I teased, my voice reedy, even to my own ears. 

      “She’ll deal with it. Can’t have our fearless leader fainting in the middle of the office.” 

      I flopped down in my chair, a headache brewing. I was still taking slow, measured breaths when he crouched down in front of me, kind umber eyes studying my face. 

      I knew what he’d see; I could feel it. 

      My cheeks were flushed and a fine sheen of sweat was beading above my upper lip and at my temples. My pupils were likely dilated and my eyes unfocused. I was well acquainted with all of the ways my body could betray me, and cognizant of the signs that it was about to do so. 

      “You’re working too hard. How much sleep have you been getting?” 

      Seth didn’t flinch when I leveled him with my most incredulous look. The kind that said, would you like to tuck me in at night, too, Grandma? But when he held my gaze, pinning me with that expectant stare long enough to have me shifting in my seat, I finally relented with a deep exhalation. 

      “I’m fine, Seth. You don’t need to worry about me.” 

      “How many hours a night?” 

      He wasn’t going to let this drop. “At least four.” 

      I was fairly certain that my grandmother herself couldn’t have skewered me with a more withering expression. 

      “So you’re not sleeping, you’re not eating, and I haven’t seen you drink a single sip of water today. Though you have chugged at least three massive coffees.” His hands were braced on the arms of my chair, caging me in, and I wanted nothing more than to flee. 

      I didn’t like people watching me so closely. It brought back memories of hospital beds and night nurses waking me up to verify that I was still breathing. 

      So I did the only thing I could muster in the moment. I shrugged; a wince pasted on my face.

      Seth’s eyes narrowed, waiting for a response that would never come before he released my chair and stood. “Stay here. I’m going to get you a bottle of water and some food. I’m going to watch you eat it. Then I’m going to make sure you go home on time today, and text you at ten o’clock to remind you to go to bed.” 

      I smiled sheepishly at him. “Thanks, Dad.” 

      A chuckle was his only response as he gave me his back and strode toward the office kitchen. 

      “Well, that was kinda hot.” The squeak that left my lips was not dignified as I turned toward Becks. She was watching Seth’s back with a gleam in her eyes. 

      We’d worked with Seth for over a year, and when he started dropping hints that he was interested in me, Becks had gotten it in her head that we’d make a perfect couple. I knew I couldn’t give her the kind of enthusiastic response she was looking for, so I settled for something noncommittal. “It was sweet.”

      “Sweet? Pretty sure I’d swoon if Seth treated me the way he just treated you.” She speared me with a shrewd look. “You could certainly do worse.” 

      “I know, I know.” 

      How could I explain to my friend that even though Seth was kind, attractive, and attentive, I looked at him and felt nothing? He was a carousel when I craved a roller coaster, a sweet, adorable kitten when something in me wanted to tame lions. 

      Did it make sense? 

      No. 

      Was I going to force myself to feel things I didn’t?

      Not a chance in hell. Life was too short. 

      “At least think about it,” she whispered as Seth began walking toward us, water and snacks in hand. “You could stand to get laid.” 

      “Wow. Thanks, Becks.” 

      “I speak the truth in love.” She gave me a wink before walking away. 

      The way Seth grinned at her retreat made my stomach lurch. He had the look of a guy who thought he was in. The women-folk had been talking about him, and he was feeling confident. A part of me wished I did feel something other than respect and friendship for the man. But I’d long thought something was broken inside of me. 

      Like numerous men with potential before him, my heart didn’t so much as skip a beat in his presence. 

      “Here. Drink this and eat an apple while I order you some lunch.” 

      Sweet, he was so sweet. What the hell was wrong with me that I couldn’t feel a thing? “You really don’t have to do that. I can order something.” 

      “Nope. This one’s on me, and don’t even think about complaining. What are you in the mood for? Sandwiches? I can order from that place down the street.” He didn’t comment or react to my exaggerated sigh.

      “Sure. A turkey club sounds good, actually.” 

      “One turkey club coming right up. Now drink your water.” 

      When Seth walked over to his desk to grab his phone and order food, Becks shot me a conspiratorial wink. All I could do was shake my head. 

      But I did as he asked and drank the entire bottle of water before taking a few bites of the tart green apple, enjoying the burst of flavor.

      As I took the last bite, my phone buzzed in my pocket.

      

      Dad: Hey, kiddo. Your mom and I miss you. If you don’t have any plans tonight, we’d love to take you out to dinner. 

      

      The smile that overtook my face was genuine. It had been a while since I’d seen my parents, even though they didn’t live far from me, and I’d meant to give them a call earlier in the week before everything with the senator blew up. 

      

      Me: You know I’ll never pass up a free meal. What time and where?

      

      I chuckled to myself when the ellipsis that said he was typing flashed then disappeared, then flashed across the screen again. My dad was not the world’s fastest texter. I could picture him sitting on the couch, a look of concentration on his handsome face as he tapped away on the screen with his pointer finger. 

      

      Dad: Seven o’clock at that little Italian place we love? 

      

      Me: Sounds perfect. See you then, Dad. 

      

      “Your food, m’lady.” 

      It took all of my self-control not to jump as Seth placed a paper bag on my desk in front of me. I’d been lost in my head and hadn’t heard him approach. “Thanks, Seth. You really didn’t need to do that.” 

      “Don’t mention it.” He flashed me a grin, shifting his weight from one foot to the other for a moment. “Hey, uh, would you want to go to dinner with me tonight?” 

      Saved by the parents. 

      “Oh!” I held up my phone. “My parents actually just asked me to have dinner with them tonight. I haven’t seen them in a while.” 

      “That’s cool. Maybe another time, then?” 

      God, I hated trying to come up with a good response to a question like that, so I settled for a smile and a nod. “Yeah, sure. Another time.” 

      Seth shuffled his feet before turning his back to me and walking toward his desk. 

      “Thanks again for this,” I said, holding up the bag. 

      He flashed me a bright smile over his shoulder. “Any time, Harlow.” 
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        * * *

      

      The scent of fresh pasta and crusty bread met me the moment I walked in the door, and I breathed in deeply.

      I’d always loved this place. The dim mood lighting, the candle on each table, and the quintessential red and white checkered tablecloths throughout the room had conjured visions of romantic dinners a la Lady and the Tramp when I was a kid. Back when talking dogs were the epitome of romance.

      Before my fantasies grew darker.

      Through the lens of adulthood, it was still a favorite, but its cracks and frayed edges made it difficult to romanticize it quite as heavily as I had twenty years ago. Funnily enough, I almost liked it more because of its imperfections. It still held its charm and mystique, but there was something infinitely more raw and real about it now.

      Once my eyes had taken a moment to adjust to the muted lighting, I scanned the dining room. It didn’t take long to spot the middle aged couple sitting in the back. My mom was waving, after all.

      Striding toward them, I took that quiet moment to study my parents. They looked well. My mom was as elegant as ever, of course. Her blond and silver hair was styled in a sleek bob that barely brushed her collarbone, crystalline blue eyes crinkled in the corners as her thin lips pulled up in a brilliant smile. She wore slacks and a thin cashmere sweater with a silk shell underneath.

      Leave it to my retired mother to look more professional than I did on a work day.

      My dad’s eyes danced with the kind of warmth only a father can give his daughter. Like a long, bone-creaking hug that might never end. Not even the thick rimmed glasses he wore could detract from their hazel glow. His hair was cut short, none of his younger russet left; he’d gone completely gray almost five years ago.

      He breached the last few feet between us to wrap me in a tight hug. He smelled faintly of aftershave and mint, and I breathed him in.

      “Hey, Dad.”

      “Glad you could make it, sweetheart.” He pulled back from our hug a moment later to tug me back to the table where my mom waited patiently for her embrace.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      She didn’t say anything, simply hummed her greeting as she pulled me close. When we broke apart, I could feel her eyes running over me the way they always did.

      Old habits, and all that.

      “You’re looking pale, sweetie,” she said as we sat.

      I couldn’t hold back my grimace. “It’s been a long week at work.”

      She and my dad exchanged a look. “Yeah, we saw the photo. I can only imagine. I don’t think that man is paying you enough.”

      My shoulders shook with laughter. “Oh, he’s definitely not. Especially not after all of this.”

      The large, callused hand of my father covered my own. “But you’re happy?”

      “I mean, as much as anyone can be, yeah.” I gave him a squeeze. “It’s just a job. But it’s good. I’m doing well.”

      “Are you taking care of yourself, though? You know too much stress isn’t good for you.”

      My mom’s constant worry scraped against my own, and I tried not to stiffen. She meant well, she really did. But at some point, I wished she’d trust me to take care of myself. To know my limits.

      Even if I hadn’t been doing the best job of it this week with Pike’s campaign turning into a circus.

      “Mom.”

      She held her palms out in surrender. “I know, honey, I know. One day you’ll have kids of your own and then you’ll understand.”

      She said it with such assured nonchalance.

      My stomach fell to the floor in a pulverized lump. Luckily, I’d chosen that moment to take a sip of my water. There wouldn’t have been any way to hide my reaction, otherwise. She didn’t know about the test results I’d gotten back several months ago. Neither of them did, because I couldn’t bring myself to tell them.

      I just wanted things to be normal. I wanted to be normal, and it was difficult enough trying to process my own emotions about everything without adding my parents’ guilt and sadness into the mix. And despite my mom’s worrying, I suspected they wanted me to be normal almost as badly as I craved it myself. So I kept those test results to myself and didn’t tell a soul. I wasn’t sure I ever would.

      I quickly changed the subject, swinging the conversation around to my cousin Rachel, who had recently gotten engaged. I feigned interest in all things wedding, sighing and cooing at the expected moments so I looked like another woman in her mid-twenties who was dreaming of her own big day.

      Even if my mind was elsewhere.

      It was the perfect distraction since my mom and Rachel’s mom, Aunt Dianne, weren’t on the best of terms. So naturally, my mother had a lot of opinions about everything from the venue to the date.

      “Who gets married the week before Christmas?”

      And before long, I’d forgotten all about the comments that had shaken me, about the kind, but overbearing inquiries into my health and personal habits, and found myself genuinely enjoying my parents’ company.

      They were pretty spectacular. You’d be hard pressed to find better ones.

      “So, pumpkin…” My dad turned his attention to me, switching the direction of our conversation. “Your birthday’s coming up in a few weeks. Got any big plans yet?”

      For turning twenty-seven? I’d planned to drink an overfilled glass of wine and rewatch episodes of New Girl in the bathtub.

      “Eh, not really. I’ll probably lay low.”

      “Are there any young men we should know about that might be planning a romantic date?” My mom waggled her eyebrows suggestively, dragging a groan from me. I hadn’t even bothered telling them about Niko. I knew that was doomed from the start.

      “Oh, for sure. In fact, I have a whole harem of young men taking me out, Mom.”

      She did her best to act scandalized. “Harlow! I know polyamory is all the rage these days, but that’s not quite what I meant, dear.”

      I grinned, the mischievous tilt to my lips earning a laugh from my dad.

      “You walked right into that one, Therese.”

      “Oh, be quiet, Sam.” She gave his arm a playful swat before turning her attention back to me. “Seriously, honey, when are you going to settle down?”

      She was lucky I loved her. I hated this particular line of questioning because it made me feel even more defective than normal.

      All of my younger cousins were either already married or in serious relationships. Hell, a few even had babies. But me? Soon-to-be twenty-seven-year-old Harlow Devlin? My longest relationship had lasted three months, and that was because he spent three weeks in Greece with his family during the middle of it.

      “Honey, you’re making our daughter uncomfortable. She’s successful, young, and focused on her career. When she meets the right guy, she’ll tell us.”

      God bless my dad. I shot him an appreciative look over my mom’s dramatic sigh.

      “I know, I know.” She turned to me, her face losing its levity. “I just want you to be happy. After everything, you deserve it.”

      It became hard to speak around the lump in my throat. “I know, Mom. But I am happy.”

      “Then that’s all that matters.” When she reached across the table to squeeze my hand, I had to choke back a sob.

      Suddenly exhausted by the day and the emotions it had brought up, all I wanted to do was sleep. Though I doubted it would be peaceful after all of this.

      “Now I want to hear all the juicy details about that senator you work for. What does the man think he’s doing, going on dates with children? I heard he actually had to cut her steak up for her…”
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        * * *

      

      We pulled up in front of my apartment building two hours later, and all climbed out of the idling car. They’d insisted on driving me home, telling me the city was no place for a woman to walk alone in the dark, and I knew better than to protest.

      “Goodnight, honey,” my mom said, squeezing me in a tight hug. “I love you.”

      “Love you too, Mom.”

      She brushed a strand of hair away from my face and gave me one of those maternal looks that meant she was trying to keep from saying something really sappy. “I’m proud of you, really. No matter what you choose to do with your life.”

      I swallowed the lump forming in my throat. “Thanks.”

      My dad chuckled, tugging me away from her so he could claim his hug. “Night, kiddo. Don’t be a stranger, ok?”

      I nodded against his chest. “Promise.”

      After one last squeeze, they climbed back into the car, and I waved as they drove away. It was always great to spend time with my parents, even if it could be emotionally draining.

      Everything we talked about tumbled around in my mind as I dragged myself up the stairs to the third floor. I stripped and got ready for bed the minute I stepped into my place and locked the door behind me. Thoughts of marriage, my career, and the grandkids my parents would never have filled my head as I brushed my teeth and washed my face. They were still on my mind as I flopped into bed.

      Sleep would come quickly tonight, but I had a sinking feeling that it wouldn’t be entirely peaceful. Whenever my parents grilled me about my plans for the future, wild stress dreams almost always followed.

      Maybe this time I’d get lucky and end up with a sex dream about my four shadowy dream guys, instead.
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      I opened my eyes to the sterile glare of buzzing fluorescents and winced. It bounced off the hazy, unembellished white walls and gleaming white tile floor, cold like the air that snuck beneath the stiff paper gown I wore. Why was I wearing this?

      I hated these things. As if an appointment like this didn’t make you feel vulnerable enough, let’s add a flimsy paper gown with an open back into the mix.

      I tried not to fidget as the bite of metal on my bare soles sent a shiver racing up my spine. How long had I been waiting for the doctor to come in, my feet already splayed in the stirrups? I didn’t remember placing them there.

      My stomach tightened painfully as nerves rearranged my insides, hopelessly tangling my guts together in a knot that might prove impossible to undo. As much as I wanted her to give me good news, how often had that been the case in my life where doctors were concerned?

      Shadows pooled in the empty, half-formed corners of the sterile room as the seconds ticked on, as if called by my rising nerves. They kept me company as I struggled to keep my mind blank. Waiting for the doctor. Waiting for news that could break me. Waiting, always waiting, for the axe to fall.

      A quick, upbeat knock sounded on the door before it was pushed open by my gynecologist, Doctor Grant. A black abyss swirled behind her, but she didn’t notice. Her mouth was curved in a jester’s smile, teeth gleaming almost as white as the long lab coat floating about her and the room around us.

      “Harlow, how are you?”

      I squirmed where I lay reclined on the paper-lined table. It crinkled and creaked beneath me. “Nervous.”

      “Now, now, nothing to be nervous about.” She withdrew a manila envelope from beneath her lab coat. It seemed impossibly large as she held it in the air. Too large and too ominous.

      The lights overhead began to flicker, shadows creeping higher along the walls, as if they were drawn to the oversized envelope, just as curious and full of dread about its contents as me.

      “I had a look at your test results.” She paused, her head tilting to the side in an animalistic gesture. The room around us skipped and glitched. “I’m afraid it’s not good news.”

      My stomach lurched, heart picking up speed as I tried to prepare myself for whatever came next. I’d expected as much, but that didn’t lessen the crack of those words against my carefully crafted defenses.

      I would not cry. I would not cry.

      No matter what happened, I wouldn’t shed a single tear for what was or might have been.

      “As you know, there are levels of potential side effects from what you survived as a child.” Her white coat fluttered as she drew closer to me, face set in a grotesque mask of sympathy.

      It made me want to crawl out of my skin.

      “What you need to remember is that you’re a survivor. Your body survived so much. You’ll survive this too.”

      Closer and closer she drew, until she was standing directly beside me. Her hand gripped mine. The hand of my executioner made to comfort me before she let that horrid axe fall.

      “I’m very sorry to tell you that you will never be able to have children.”

      The words slammed into me like a truck barreling down the freeway, all of the breath whooshing out of my lungs. My hands began to shake, my body turned cold, and tears pricked my eyes. I opened my mouth to gulp in a ragged breath, but all of the oxygen seemed to have been sucked from the room.

      This isn’t real. This can’t be happening. This isn’t real.

      My eyes swam as I looked to the doctor, silently pleading for her to take it back. But she remained mute, her face the exaggerated mask of pity I’d seen doctors wear too many times. Another patient, another test, another piece of bad news to deliver. Chip, chip, chipping away at their souls and mine, eroding their ability to feel and my ability to hope.

      After each new damning revelation, I’d tell myself that was the worst of it, that nothing would be able to shake me to my core the way that test result had. Nothing would have the power to break me down again, because I’d lived through the worst day of my life already.

      But there were always worse days. There was always more bad news.

      The floor began to shake.

      I wrapped my arms around my chest, rocking slightly as I tried to breathe. As I tried not to break. But no matter how ferociously I tried to hold them in, fat, salty tears streamed down my face, soaking the collar of my paper shroud.

      I didn’t even know if I wanted children. I wasn’t in a serious relationship, I didn’t feel any particular longing to bring kids into this fucked up world of pain. But still, I found that the loss of that choice snuffed out a flame I didn’t even realize had burned, low and hidden within me.

      Unearthly sobs tore from my chest; all of the pain, loss, and exhaustion that surviving had wrought poured out of me in torrents. Another loss. Another of life’s unspoken hopes stolen away by an indifferent god or fate or the chaos that made up this world.

      “Oh, Harlow,” Doctor Grant cooed, the sound scraping against my raw heart. “It’s all going to be all right, you’ll see.”

      Through the wavering distortion of my tears, I could have sworn I saw the confines of the bright white exam room shudder and groan. Shadows clung like vines to walls which weren’t quite as pristine as they had been mere moments before. Now, mold and dirt edged the ceiling, mildew speckled the walls.

      “Are you sure?” It took so much effort to expel the words. One last limping attempt at hope.

      “Unfortunately. You see,” she opened the too-large envelope to show me the contents, “your womb is nothing more than a cannibal inside you. It’s consuming you from within, Harlow.”

      A black and white image, a scan they’d done of my body, stared back at me.

      Rot. My womb was filled with rot. Rot and sharp, shark-like teeth—row after row of them—forming a terrible maw inside of me.

      I couldn’t have held back the cry of terror if I wanted to, and I began to claw at my belly with my fingers and nails, desperate to be free of the deformed and monstrous remains of a childish hope.

      “Get it out, get it out,” I sobbed.

      The world shuddered around me. The walls weren’t white anymore. They were pitch-black voids of dancing darkness, yawning wide to consume me.

      I wished they would.

      “Don’t worry, Harlow,” Doctor Grant said, her eyes knowing, the sound of rustling fabric grating on my nerves as her lab coat swayed and danced as if moved by a strong wind. “We’ll get it out.”

      My eyes went wide as the front of Grant’s coat gaped open and putrescent green tentacles uncoiled from around her hips. So many long, claw-tipped tentacles.

      Before the scream could rip from my throat, she had a tentacle wrapped so tightly around my ankles and wrists that even an ounce more force would have snapped my bones.

      I thrashed and screamed and bucked against her cold, slimy appendages, the paper on the table beneath me ripping as if to join in my panic.

      “Let me go!” I screeched. My voice sounded foreign to my ears. Tinny and feral. Desperate.

      “I can’t let it consume you, Harlow.” Another tentacle shoved hard at my chest, making the back of my head bounce against the unforgiving surface of the exam table. I groaned, momentarily stunned. But when a cold, taloned limb gripped the hem of my paper gown as another brandished a glinting meat cleaver, I shook off the pain in my head.

      “This might hurt,” Grant said, her eyes no longer human but filthy brackish pools of torment. “But you’re no stranger to pain.”

      When that tentacle gripping my gown lifted to bare my stomach—when that deadly looking cleaver lined up below my belly button—I exploded in a scream of terror so profound that the world around us shook and rattled. Tiles fell from the ceiling, what remained of the walls splintered. The darkness coalesced and pulsed around me.

      “Don’t be a little bitch, Harlow,” Grant hissed, her human hand wrapping around my throat to silence me. “Stop squirming.”

      The strength of her grip was crushing, and not only did it silence my screams, but cut off my oxygen. Again, and again, I tried to cry out, to beg her to stop, but no sound came out. She watched my mouth flap open and closed with predatory glee as her mask slipped. She wasn’t a sympathetic doctor anymore, hell, she wasn’t even human anymore as her lips curled up in a sinister smile revealing razor-sharp teeth of differing lengths, like some terrifying deep-sea monster.

      I kicked out, trying to free myself, arching my back and gasping for air. My fingers clawed against the table until my nails broke and bled, my eyes wild with terror, my heart jackhammering away in my chest. Maybe if I were lucky, it would give out before she let the blade fall. Maybe my death would be quick and silent, not a grotesque butchering like the monstrous woman who loomed over me promised.

      She raised the cleaver, the metal glinting in the pulsating light, pausing for only a moment before letting it swing down. Down toward my naked belly. Down, and down, and down.

      I closed my eyes, meeting death like a coward. But what was there to gain in bravery in a situation like this?

      As I braced myself for the pain, all of the sound was sucked out of the room, like a vacuum in space. Like the ominous silence before an atomic blast.

      Something cold sprayed across my face, and an utterly inhuman scream had my eyes flying open. A sound like a great host wailing and shrieking as one voice spilled out of Doctor Grant’s mouth. Putrescent blood sprayed from her severed tentacle, the cleaver clattering to the floor beside me in a puddle of it.

      There was not a speck of white left in the exam room. I trembled, still held to the table by tentacles which had suctioned to the surface around me. But what I beheld was far more terrifying.

      At least, it should have been.

      Four beings wreathed in darkness materialized from the shadows invading the exam room. They were the creeping vines, the inky black. They were the void and the abyss and the end of all things. The four horsemen and the vast infinite emptiness of space. They were vengeance come to save me.

      They moved with too much savage grace to make out their features as they cut down the monster wearing Doctor Grant’s skin, but I’d know them anywhere. Snapping teeth shredded the arm attached to the hand around my neck. Wicked bone-white claws as long as blades slashed through her neck. Shadows compressed and shifted into toothy swords, cutting down the limbs that held me captive.

      Blood sprayed and covered every inch of my flesh until my hair hung limp on my chest, dripping the vile stuff. I yanked the paper gown down around me to cover my nakedness as they continued their assault on the woman wearing my doctor’s face, long after she was dead.

      As if one death wasn’t enough. As if they would raise her again, if they could, so they could tear her apart again and again and again.

      I curled in on myself, my knees pulled up to my chest, my body trembling as I rocked myself. And when that simple action wasn’t enough to keep my grief and terror at bay and a whimper slipped through my lips, all four shadow-cloaked men immediately stilled.

      Four sets of eyes surveyed me before they moved as one, converging on me like rolling thunderclouds. Eyes of gold that danced with flames of fire, eyes like shimmering obsidian, eyes of luminous red hellfire, and eyes that glittered with all the flickering stars of the universe; galaxies and nebulas altering their color in such a way that it was impossible to pick out which was dominant.

      They pressed in so close that I couldn’t see a thing for a few moments before there was a shift in the world around us and I found myself hedged in not by creatures made of darkness and void, but by men. Men whose hands fluttered over every inch of skin that had been touched by the doctor. Men whose eyes cataloged every scrape, every bruise, every drop of blood that wasn’t mine painted over my body in a grotesque tableau.

      My white-haired protector’s pale skin stood in stark relief against the pulsating shadows. His golden eyes were infernos as he crouched down so his face was level with mine, palm hovering centimeters from my cheek as he held himself back from touching me. Saint. “Are you ok?”

      All of the vibrating panic in me stilled for a beat.

      Are you ok?

      Not are you hurt? No, they’d seen for themselves that physically I was fine. A little bruised, maybe, but otherwise unharmed.

      That wasn’t what he was asking at all, and I knew it as surely as I knew my lungs would draw in my next breath.

      And then I broke.

      All of the tears that had dried up in the face of my abject terror, all of the grief at the revelation handed down by a mockery of my doctor, all of the dreams that shivered then shattered at her words; all of it poured from me now.

      “Oh, Lo.” Shade, the beautiful dark-skinned god-like man whispered as he sunk to the table behind me. The galaxies in his eyes eddied violently as he wrapped his arms around my heaving shoulders.

      I sobbed as the four men my subconscious had created long ago closed in around me again, their hands brushing through my hair, sweeping down my arms, cupping my face.

      And cocooned in darkness as I was, surrounded by men who had ripped a woman apart like it was nothing, I let myself feel the entirety of the loss I’d been trying so desperately to deny.

      “I can’t…” The words were strangled as I hiccupped through sobs, “I can’t ever have babies.”

      Silence met those words, followed by a gruff, whispered, “We know,” at my back.

      Adriel hissed, his obsidian eyes partially obscured by wavy raven hair as they narrowed on the man behind me. He’d always struck me as the leader of the four. “Shut the fuck up, Shade. You know better.”

      “Oh give it up, Adriel,” Shade growled. “Can you let her sit here after that shit show of a nightmare and pretend you don’t get it? I’m tired of hiding from her.”

      They were all silent, my hiccupping sobs the only sound.

      “No,” Adriel relented. “But we can’t…” His eyes met mine, longing and pain and depthless grief of his own shining there before he turned back to his friend. “We can’t.”

      “Both of you shut the fuck up. Idiots, all of you.” The slight lilt of his accent, vaguely British, drew my attention to my shadow, Raze, and his blazing red eyes. Eyes that regarded me with more warmth and care than you’d imagine possible from a creature who’d just ripped a woman to pieces. But my men were like that. A heady amalgam of dream and nightmare.

      He was tall, his body imposing, but there was always something comforting in the set of his lips and the softness around his eyes. He had chestnut hair cropped close to his head on the sides, growing longer toward the top, where it was styled to look effortless. His jaw was sharp and angled, his cheekbones harsh enough to cut.

      “C’mere, Harlow,” he murmured, surging forward and sweeping me into his arms. He cradled me to his chest without any discernible strain, fashioning a blanket from the aether to wrap around my shivering, barely covered body.

      Tears still leaked from my eyes, and though their coded conversation had distracted me from the weight of everything for a few blissful moments, the silence we found ourselves in again brought it all back.

      “I don’t know if I even wanted kids,” I whispered, speaking the words I’d never dared admit, even to myself when I was alone. “But now that I know I can’t…”

      “You’re mourning the death of what should have been possible, the loss of the choice you should have been free to make.”

      He spoke the words so gently, so carefully and with such intimate knowing that my heart stuttered in my chest. He knew what it felt like to lose the possibility of something life changing. To lose love before you even had it.

      And that realization had me sagging into his chest as my tears wet his storm-gray t-shirt.

      “It’s ok to break, Harlow. I’ll hold the pieces together.”

      So I broke. I shattered into a million jagged fragments of the girl I was and the woman I could have been. I fell and fell into the deep well of loss that was my soul because, at that moment, in his arms, I knew I had someone there who’d keep me from drowning in it.

      My eyes grew heavy and tight from all of the tears, and cocooned in the unshakeable arms of a man who smelled like wildfires and chilled, moonlit nights, I let myself release some of the secret pain I’d been carrying. I didn’t even notice the world distorting and fading around me.

      “Sleep, Harlow. We’ll watch over you.” A pause followed that melancholy promise. “Always. Even if you can’t remember when you wake.”
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      Senator Pike strode into the office that Monday as if he hadn’t disappeared almost the entire week prior. Shadows darkened his penetrating blue eyes, but still he walked with the confidence and authority of a man unconcerned with the world around him. A man who knew that he would be able to conquer it all with the slightest amount of effort.

      “Harlow,” he called from across the room, “would you please come to my office?”

      Becks shot me looks that said, you’re going to tell us everything later, and I scurried off with a nod to follow after the man. Smoothing my skirt, I hoped I didn’t look as exhausted as I felt. After that horror-movie of a nightmare on Friday night, I barely slept all weekend.

      It had felt too real, too raw, and I’d remembered far more than normal when I woke up. And twisted in my sheets, sweat covering my body in a fine sheen, I could have sworn my pillow smelled like wildfire and wind.

      I spent the weekend trying to sketch their likenesses, but though I was a pretty decent artist, I never could seem to get the essence of them down on paper. I’d been trying since I was a kid.

      “Harlow, come in.”

      Shaking my head, I tried to dispel all thoughts about the four men who’d overtaken my dreams and focus on real life. On Senator Pike and the open seat he was motioning for me to sit in.

      “I hear you held down the fort last week.” He grinned widely, though it didn’t warm his eyes. “Thanks for that.”

      “Just doing what you pay me to do, Senator.”

      “Nathan. Call me Nathan, Harlow.” His grin widened, and this time his eyes did sparkle, even if it only lasted a moment. Leaning back in his leather chair with a sigh, the senator deflated before my eyes.

      “But in all seriousness, I heard about the late nights you and the team put in. You made me look much better on social media than I could have hoped with all of this.” He watched me, trying to gauge my reaction, to suss out my opinion of him.

      But it wasn’t my job to have an opinion, so I kept my expression carefully neutral. I mean, of course I had an opinion, and it wasn’t super favorable at the moment, but I could be a professional and keep that to myself.

      “No problem, Se… Nathan. We just wanted to get ahead of everything.”

      He chuckled at my hesitant use of his first name but didn’t comment on it. He studied me for a few moments in silence while I did my best not to squirm before leaning forward and bracing his elbows on his desk.

      “I’d like you to work directly with my personal PR team for a bit, see if you might be a good fit to take on more responsibility outside of my campaign. If you’re willing, of course.” He paused, still watching me, but I was too stunned to say anything, so he continued. “It would mean working more closely with me and my inner circle, more responsibility, less predictable hours, but naturally it would also come with a hefty raise.”

      The medical bills my parents were still paying off from my childhood flashed inside my head. A raise. I could help them pay it off, once and for all, maybe even contribute to their retirement fund. After all, it would have been much larger if not for me.

      “I’m very impressed with you, Harlow. You’ve certainly gotten my attention with the work you’ve put in, so while I know this is a lot to ask, I hope you’ll consider it.”

      I shifted in my seat. “To be fair, it was a group effort. The whole team went above and beyond. Becca and Seth spearheaded as much of the effort as I did.”

      Pike waved a dismissive hand in the air. “But it was your plan, your ideas. Modesty may be a virtue, but not when it comes to politics. You’ll have to learn to get over all that if you want to make a name for yourself in this town.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” I stammered, searching for a reason to say no but coming up short. I was underqualified for what he was asking me to do, but this was a trial run he was offering. What was the worst that could happen? We both realize I’m not a good fit then I go back to the position I have now? This was what I had been striving toward; this could be the culmination of all the long hours and thankless work I’d been putting in.

      “Say yes. I’m really not prepared to take no for an answer.” A cocky smile turned his lips up at the corners.

      “When would I start?”

      “Tonight. I’ve got dinner with some important people, including my publicist, and I’d like you to be there.”

      I looked down at my simple but underwhelming outfit. I knew the kinds of places the senator liked to have dinners, and this skirt and blouse wouldn’t cut it. “I don’t… I don’t think I have anything in my closet that would be appropriate for a dinner meeting.”

      His smile widened. “What makes you think you’d need something formal?”

      I shot him a deadpan look without even thinking. “I know the kinds of places you like. It’s my job to know these things. And I also know that I’d have to sacrifice paying my rent if I wanted to have dinner at a place like that, which I’m not going to do, which means I don’t have anything to wear.”

      A bark of laughter filled the office. “Is that your only objection?”

      Was it? I supposed it was.

      I shrugged.

      “Well then, it’s a good thing I took the liberty of having this delivered for you.” He leaned down, reaching under his desk with a self-satisfied look, withdrawing a flat white box with satin ribbons wrapped around the corners. It was massive, taking up the bulk of his desk. It also had a designer’s name embossed on the top of the box. A designer that I would never, ever be able to afford.

      My gaze lingered on the luxurious looking box before rising to meet Senator Pike’s. His danced with mirth and the glint of a poker player who’d just won a hand worth all the chips.

      “What is this?” A stupid question I already knew the answer to, but this was real life—not Pretty Woman—and I couldn’t wrap my head around what was happening.

      “A token of my appreciation for the work you’ve done, and a selfish attempt to get you to agree. Because you’re not wrong, the people we’re meeting tonight have expensive tastes, and I’d never expect you to go buy something like this for a work dinner. I had to guess at your size, but the store has others on standby if it doesn’t fit.”

      I gaped at him, then down at the box, completely out of my depth and floundering for some kind of response. I squirmed under his gaze, torn between telling him to forget about the whole thing, and pushing through my discomfort. This is a once in a lifetime opportunity, Harlow. Don’t blow this promotion because your boss bought you couture like a creeper.

      “Well, aren’t you going to open it?”

      “N-now? Here?”

      “I want to make sure it’s to your liking. I’ll need time to replace it if not.” He watched me expectantly as, with a trembling hand, I tugged at the ribbon securing the box.

      When I’d removed the lid, carefully peeling back layers of tissue paper, I sucked in a quiet gasp, despite myself.

      The dress was beautiful, I had to give him that. Black as night, the silky material had just enough shimmer that it caught the light in a magical way. It looked like far-away stars blinking in the midnight sky. The neckline was low without being scandalous, and the thin straps were braided with a delicate silver chain.

      It was the kind of dress that would have made me swoon if it were a gift from a boyfriend. Coming from my boss, and one I’d just helped navigate a scandal centering around his questionable relationships, it was significantly less thrilling and a hell of a lot more awkward.

      Carefully, I drew the dress out of the box, trying to ignore the feeling of Pike’s eyes on me. The silk whispered against itself as it fell, brushing against the tops of my shoes. It would be the perfect length with the right pair of heels, and had a slit up both sides that ended barely above knee level.

      “I figured you might need these as well. Again, don’t worry if the size isn’t right. They’ll bring the correct one before the day is up.” The senator pulled another box from beneath his desk, this one much smaller. A pair of gorgeous silver heels rested inside a nest of tissue paper.

      “This is too much,” I said, shaking my head. “This is way too much.”

      He only grinned. “You like it, then?”

      “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, but I can’t accept this.”

      “Of course you can. It’s a business expense; I get to write it off on my taxes and help ensure you don’t decline my offer. It’s a win-win as far as I’m concerned.”

      “I don’t know, Nathan…”

      “I won’t take no for an answer, Harlow. You’ve already made it clear that you’re interested in this promotion, so as far as I’m concerned this whole thing is settled.” He leaned back in his chair, watching as I argued with myself about whether or not I could accept something so extravagant, whether it would be wise to accept something so extravagant, and about the likelihood that the promotion would be off the table if I didn’t acquiesce.

      “I’ll go, but no more gifts like this. Just give me a head’s up next time so I can be prepared and figure something out on my own.” As I carefully slipped the dress back into its box, my eyes swung to the corner of the room where I could have sworn I saw the shadows move. But there was no one there, and I shook my head at my foolishness.

      My dreams weren’t real. This? This dress and this job offer, the potential to make good money, and take some actual control over my life? That was real.

      “Noted,” he said with a smirk. “I’ll have a car pick you up at seven thirty. They’ll call to confirm your address shortly.”

      I opened my mouth to utter another protest, to tell him that I didn’t need a car to pick me up, but he dismissed me with a wave of his hand.

      “Out you go now. We still have a good amount of damage control to do. Though I did hear a rumor that Senator Kent was caught having an affair with a much older woman, so if we’re lucky, people will forget all about my date.” His voice warbled with amusement as he stacked the boxes and handed them to me.

      I shuddered a little. Senator Kent was fifty, so if he was having an affair with a much older woman, well…

      I tried not to picture it.

      “Right. Well, thanks for the opportunity, Nathan. I won’t let you down.”

      His eyebrow raised at my fluid use of his first name, that perpetual grin tugging at the corner of his lips. “I know you won’t. I have the feeling this is the start of something big.”

      With a confusing maelstrom of emotions swirling inside my chest, I struggled with the massive box, heading for my desk and the very curious eyes of Becks and Seth.
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      “Holy shit,” Becks murmured, her eyes drinking in the designer dress I couldn’t stop staring at, either. “That must have cost a fortune.”

      “I know.” I cringed. “I’m afraid to wear it. What if I spill soup down it or something? Can you imagine?”

      “Then don’t order the soup,” Seth supplied helpfully.

      Becks and I turned to him, eye rolls at the ready. “Gee, thanks, Captain Obvious.”

      Seth, who was leaning against my desk as close as he could get without actually touching me, smirked. But there was a tension in his brow, in the set of his eyes, that I didn’t miss. Nor did I miss the way his gaze kept volleying between me, the dress, and Pike’s office.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea, Harlow?”

      Some of the teasing lightness bled from my posture as my back stiffened. No, I wasn’t really sure this was a great idea, but I’d sure as hell pretend otherwise. What were my other options? Pass up an opportunity that could set my career up? “Why wouldn’t it be? It’s a promotion, Seth. A big one, and I need the money.” I stared at him for a moment, lips pursed. “Do you think I can’t handle the job?”

      His eyes widened. “What? No! Shit, Harlow, no. That’s not what I meant.”

      “Be careful,” Becks warned under her breath.

      Seth shot her a look before turning pleading eyes on me, his voice low so as not to be overheard. “It’s just that, with Pike’s reputation, do you really think it’s wise to go out to a fancy restaurant with the man? I don’t want your face splashed all over the tabloids next.”

      Oh sweet, stupid man.

      Taking a deep breath to center myself, I infused my posture with confidence and stubbornness. “Seth, it’s a work dinner. We won’t be there alone. We won’t be arriving together. And I’m not stupid enough to be seen in any kind of position that could be misconstrued as even remotely compromising. Don’t insult me by imagining that I can’t handle something like this.”

      He was kicking himself, I could see it, but the words were out, and there was no taking them back. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Then what did you mean?”

      His face twisted, his tone almost pleading. “I mean that you tend to give people the benefit of the doubt, which we love about you”—he motioned between himself and Becks—“But Pike is a rich guy with powerful connections, and he’s used to getting what he wants. You’ll be on his turf at this dinner, on his terms.” He sucked in a breath, shaking his head. “I’m not trying to be an asshole, Harlow, I just worry, that’s all. I might work for the guy, and I’d rather see him elected than the eighty-year-old racist running against him, but that doesn’t mean I trust him with the people I care about.”

      Damnit. Some of my irritation bled away when faced with his genuine concern. I’d thought he was pulling some possessive male bullshit, but he’d probably have said the same thing to Becks if she was the one going tonight.

      I sighed, slumping. “I appreciate your concern, Seth, I do, but I’ll be fine. He’s not going to try anything. This is a work dinner, a trial run to see if I can handle the big leagues, that’s all.”

      He looked like he wanted to say more, but thought better of it, shaking his head. “Ok, but Becca and I will be around if you need us.”

      My best friend nodded, glancing between me and Seth.

      “Thanks, Seth. And thanks for looking out for me.”

      He smiled, but it was tight and didn’t meet his eyes. “I think I’m going to make a coffee run. I’ll get you two your usual.”

      Becks and I watched his back as he strode from the room.

      “He’s a fucking idiot, but he means well. Don’t write him off for this.”

      I propped my elbows on my desk, dropping my face into my hands. “Becks, it wasn’t going to happen between us. I know he cares, I know he’s hot, and I know that I’m probably defective for not feeling anything when I look at him, but I don’t.” I sighed deeply. “I honestly wish I did.”

      She was quiet for a moment before she too stood, painting me in dancing shadows. “I worry about you. You isolate yourself. I know you went through some shit as a kid, but you don’t give anyone the chance to break through those walls of yours and see if they could handle it. I think he could, that’s all.”

      My mind flashed to four beautiful, deadly figments of my imagination and the way they’d witnessed me crumble in that nightmare. And when all my walls had turned to debris around me, they stood in place of them. Four dark, immovable protectors.

      As Becks walked away, taking her shadow with her—a shadow that no longer undulated in some trick of the eye—I felt a stab of grief that the only people I’d managed to be truly vulnerable with in way too many years had been nothing more than a creation of my subconscious.

      I couldn’t bring myself to say anything to her as she left.
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      “I don’t fuckin’ like it!” I slammed my fist into the living room wall, plaster crumbling. I could have pulled my punch, could have made my fist go incorporeal so it didn’t damage the wall, but where was the satisfaction in that?

      Saint shook his head at me, white hair getting in his eyes. “None of us do, asshole, but that’s no reason to break our house.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Shade grumbled. He rolled his eyes at us, raising a hand as his power sparked along his fingers. With an exaggerated flick of his wrist, the dust and debris swirled up from the floor on the wings of a magical cyclone as the wall began to knit and repair itself.

      Chaos magic certainly had its perks.

      “We’ll watch out for her.” Raze flopped down on the couch, one arm thrown over his eyes. “If he gets out of line, I’ll shift and bite him in the arse.”

      Pressure built behind my eyes, a raging headache starting to throb. I should kill that slimy senator right now. Pull his spine right out of his body and get it over with. And then that limp-dick little prick, Seth, too. Who did he think he was, telling our Lo what she should and shouldn’t do? Like he knows her?

      It was one thing if the four of us were to tell her that getting more involved with that man’s political games was a bad idea, but Seth? He could fuck right off.

      “I’ve gotta hand it to the senator, though. Our girl’s going to look damn good in that dress he picked out.”

      I turned slowly, my expression one of incredulity at Saint’s words. “And that would be all well and good if we were the ones taking her out, not that handsy asshole! Not to mention the fact that he’s stared at her body enough to guess her size… I’m going to pluck out his eyes.”

      He shrugged. “He’s not the one she pulls into her dreams almost every night. We are.”

      That had Raze sitting up. “Yeah, we should probably talk about that. Something’s changing with her. Her dreams are more intricate, more involved, and she’s pulling us in more than she ever used to. Not to mention the fact that I think she’s remembering them far more clearly than she should when she wakes.” He rubbed the back of his neck, eyes unfocused. “I know we promised to give her space, to let her live her life, but I think she needs us. And I don’t think I’m the only one unwilling to ignore her call. Especially if doing so would mean she has to face another horror-fest like the other night alone.”

      I was still shaken up by Harlow’s nightmare, even days later. She’d pulled us into others over the weekend, sure, but thankfully none were quite as fucked up as the tentacle doctor trying to cut the womb right out of her body.

      Night, the anguish she’d felt when that woman had told her she couldn’t ever have kids. We’d all felt it. Felt it shred our insides and dagger our hearts.

      Don’t get me wrong; the idea of our girl marrying some human asshole and walking around all fat and happy while we watched, hidden away in the shadows, made me want to burn the world. But if it saved her from the overwhelming sense of emptiness that flooded her during that nightmare?

      We’d all deal with watching our girl become a mother with someone else.

      “You ok?”

      Turning to look at Shade, his hand on my shoulder, I tried to shake the thoughts away. “Honestly? I don’t know. Living through that with her the first time was hard enough. But to get sucked into nightmares like that?” I let my eyes meet his. “It’s getting harder and harder to stay away.”

      The whole room had quieted at my admission, all of us on the same page, feeling the same clawing need to be with Harlow, to protect her, to make her see that we were so much more than figments of her imagination or a trick of her subconscious.

      Shade rubbed a dark hand over the short, tightly coiled dreads atop his head, the small beads adorning them clinking and chiming with the movement. “You know we all feel the same, brother, but we promised. Promised we’d let her live her life without interference. That’s what he wanted, what she wanted.”

      A growl built low in my throat. Not at Shade, but at the promise Death had extracted from us.

      Letting Harlow live her life thinking she was alone, or weird, or worse still—those nights she wondered if she was losing all grip on reality and her mind—was a stupid fucking thing. We’d watched, impotent and helpless, as she’d gone through hell and back again, and again, and again. Everything screamed at me to hold her, to tell her it would all be all right. That life was temporary. That pain was fleeting. I knew my brothers felt the same.

      But if being unable to talk to her or touch her was some kind of punishment for us, some prolonged torment for all of the ways we’d fucked up throughout the millennia, I had to wonder why Harlow was the one getting kicked in the gut over and over again.

      Or maybe that was our real punishment—seeing her suffer and being unable to offer any comfort.

      “The problem is,” Raze drawled from his seat on the couch, “that she’s not just pulling us into her dreams anymore, is she? And she’s not a child, we can’t play that shit off like we’re some fucked up imaginary friends come to keep her company because all the other kids are little prats or she’s too sick to play with them. She’s noticing us in the shadows.”

      Saint’s face was drawn and thoughtful. “I don’t know that she’s noticing us, but she’s taking notice of the shadows more.”

      “Then we’ll have to be more careful.” I cut a glare at Shade. “No more dancing shadows, no more pretty designs out of them. Keep your chaos leashed.”

      He started to protest, Saint joining in, but I silenced them with a look.

      “I’m serious. You think I don’t want to push my way into her life? You think I don’t want her to look at me and realize I’m not just some dream?” My voice rose, swirls of violent death magic pulsing around me. “But we can’t because we don’t fucking know what that will do to her. And all of this… all of this is our fault anyway. So we’ll sit on the sidelines and watch over her. We’ll keep ourselves hidden. And we will only communicate with Harlow if she pulls us into her dreams.” A heavy silence overtook the room. “Understood?”

      “Understood.”

      We all turned to one of the many oversized enchanted mirrors lining our walls, watching as Harlow hummed to herself while curling that waist-length lavender hair of hers. She was nervous about this meeting with the senator, but I could see the hope shining in her gaze, too. Hope that maybe this would be her big break, that she’d get to help her parents, that she’d feel less like the scared, sick little girl inside and more like the confident, competent woman I saw when I looked at her.

      I hated that she didn’t see the truth about herself. Harlow Devlin was so much more than she gave herself credit for, and there had been too many assholes along the way who’d jumped at the chance to reinforce the insecurities that hobbled her.

      How I managed not to kill each and every last one of the vile humans that made her doubt herself or feel small was nothing short of a miracle.

      Sure, there had been that one guy at the bar on her twenty-first birthday that I’d snuffed out for groping her and ruining her night. And the construction worker who’d joked with his friends as she walked by that he’d like to slip something in her drink. I’d stopped his heart while he sat on the port-a-potty. He deserved a more violent end, but watching his buddies drag him out with his pants around his ankles and un-wiped shit on his ass was satisfying.

      So I’d killed a few. She never knew, never had to feel misplaced guilt about a few pieces of human trash being taken out. One day, I’d tell her.

      After all, being presented with the harvested souls of your enemies is so much more romantic than roses.

      “We’re not leaving her alone with him tonight.” Saint’s voice was steely, so at odds with the way his eyes danced with warmth and longing while he watched her.

      “‘Course we’re not,” Raze said. “Wouldn’t trust that prick with anything, let alone Harlow.” He sounded disinterested, at ease, but a bit of his beast shone through the glowing red of his eyes. Enough to let me know he wasn’t as unaffected as he’d like us to believe.

      He was as ready to kill for her as I was, as we all were.

      I only hoped no one gave us a reason to, tonight.
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      It was a wonder the gleaming black town car Pike sent to pick me up wasn’t all over the road with how violently I was bouncing my knee. In the dark back seat, streetlights and headlights blurring past, I tried desperately to keep myself from spiraling.

      What in the hell was I doing? This whole thing was an epically bad idea. I was in no way, shape, or form qualified to do any kind of PR work, let alone for a high profile state senator. I was a woman with a knack for design and an understanding of the human mind that I somehow cobbled together into a job creating content, that was it.

      One word from me and they’d all know I was a fraud.

      The driver didn’t say a thing outside of his initial greeting, and though I caught his gaze lingering on me in the rearview mirror once for a few seconds too long, he’d kept himself otherwise aloof.

      I was struggling to do the same. God, how I wanted to blurt out all of my thoughts to the man just to get them out of my head, but he had the straight-laced, no nonsense look of ex-military. Doubtful he’d be interested in the verbal vomit of a purple haired woman who spent her time on social media for a living.

      When we finally arrived in front of the most exclusive, posh, way-too-rich-for-my-blood restaurant in town, I couldn’t stop gaping. I also may have let out a pathetic squeak as the driver opened the back door and extended his hand to help me out.

      Feeling a bit like Cinderella meeting the kingdom’s royalty for the first time, I took his hand. Tripping over my own legs like a newborn fawn would not make a good impression.

      “Mr. Pike will be waiting for you inside.” The driver gave me a nod, then folded himself back into the car while I stood, hesitating in front of the entrance.

      I watched him go, whispering quietly enough to myself that I was in no danger of being overheard. “Woman up, Harlow. Woman up.”

      After standing at the entrance long enough to be considered loitering, I took a deep breath, then pushed through the large, elegant glass and mahogany doors.

      It was like stepping into another world.

      The scent of rich wine mingled with spice and curry, making my mouth water. The head chef at Swoon specialized in Indian fusion, and I loved Indian food. Dim lighting blanketed the vaulted ceiling of the anteroom in velvety shadows that dripped down the walls like shimmering black diamonds as the strategic lighting caught on metallic threads woven into lush wallpaper. Great, opulent chandeliers hung heavy overhead, light refracting off their crystalline beads in the most mesmerizing patterns.

      Any worry I may have had about being overdressed immediately disappeared.

      I shook my head to dislodge the awestruck expression from my face when I noticed the hostess watching me with amusement.

      Right. I might as well hang a neon sign over my head that says I don’t belong here.

      The smile I plastered across my face was anything but easy or genuine, but hopefully it was at least a passable attempt at confidence. “Hi, I’m meeting a party here. Senator Pike’s party.”

      I barely kept my cadence calm, fighting the urge to make the end of that statement sound more like a question. But badass, successful PR goddesses didn’t ask if they could have a seat at the table, they demanded it.

      I sure as hell hadn’t demanded it, but at least my voice didn’t waver.

      The hostess, a pretty woman with an amazing figure and teeth whiter than ivory, looked me up and down as if trying to decide if I was who I said. Her judgment chafed, so I pushed my shoulders back and did my best Miranda Priestly impression a la The Devil Wears Prada and looked down my nose at her.

      “Is there a problem, or should I text Nathan and have him come out here and greet me in the foyer?”

      She blanched at my casual use of the senator’s first name, and I gave myself a little pat on the back for being able to say it without flinching. It still felt wrong, somehow.

      “Miss Devlin?”

      “In the flesh.”

      “Please, follow me.”

      When she twisted her lips nervously, I almost felt a twinge of regret at my act, but that was quickly swallowed by wonder at the sight of the restaurant as we passed under deep wood archways.

      The main dining room was large, but somehow had the air of a private, intimate affair. Decorated in rich, charcoal grays, more of that shimmering onyx, and splashes of brushed gold, I’d never seen anything so luxe. I craned my neck to check out the cathedral ceilings and was rewarded with more of the shimmering chandeliers as well as hundreds of twinkling mini LED lights suspended like falling stars.

      “Wow,” I whispered to the back of the nervous hostess who was weaving toward the back of the dining room between tables filled with the rich and powerful.

      Forcing myself to focus on the people I was about to meet rather than the beauty of the room that made me feel like I was cocooned in dusky arms, I noticed the Senator watching my approach with a broad smile on his face.

      He hadn’t missed my show of awe.

      Around him were three men and one woman. The woman I recognized easily as Senator Sheridan; a progressive politician who’d earned a reputation as a bit of a shark due to her tenacity and unwillingness to play by the good-old-boys’ rules. I liked her instantly. She wore a striking red dress that evoked blood, and it made her warm brown skin glow. Bright, watchful eyes never stopped assessing the men around her, the diners seated nearby, or even the slightest movements of the servers as they floated past.

      One of the men, a stocky, graying dinosaur who had held onto his seat in the Senate for entirely too long, in my opinion, I recognized with an internal groan as Senator Connelly. He was a disgusting man with milky eyes that lingered too long on young female interns, constantly voted against the wishes of his constituents, and sat in stark opposition to everything Pike championed.

      I hoped I hid my surprise at finding him amongst our party and thanked God that I wouldn’t be seated next to him. It seemed Pike had saved the spot on his left for me.

      The other two men I couldn’t place, though one must have been the infamous Joe who’d been getting his ass chewed out the other day. My money was on the youngest of the men due to the sweat that was glistening on his brow.

      Pike stood when we reached the table, the rest of the men stumbling to follow suit, though Senator Sheridan remained seated, an amused glint in her eye.

      “Ah, Harlow, I was getting worried about you! I almost sent out a search party.” Pike pulled out the seat to his left, motioning for me to sit.

      I decided to go with honesty because I wasn’t a good enough actress to force out a laugh that sounded like I thought that joke was funny. “I’m sorry, I was admiring the decor. It’s really quite stunning here.”

      His eyes sparkled, looking pleased. “I had a feeling you’d enjoy it. Now allow me to introduce everyone.”

      Pike went around the table, introducing me to Sheridan, who was to my left, Connelly, Joe, and then the final man, Alexander Bettancourt. He’d made millions profiting off of pharmaceuticals and blocking the generic versions of his products.

      His oily, leering smile made my stomach turn. He wasn’t an attractive man, but he carried himself with the air of someone used to being fawned over, worshiped, and obeyed. His dull, beady brown eyes were set too close together on his shapeless oval face, and the slicked-back styling of his mousey hair wasn’t doing him any favors.

      Not even the entire length of this table was enough space between him and me.

      “Miss Devlin,” the man simpered, “Pike here told us you were quite the little ingenue with social strategy and branding, but he didn’t mention that you were so beautiful.”

      I squirmed, suddenly wishing for a cardigan to cover up with under his lingering gaze.

      Sheridan scoffed, coming to my rescue. “You may be rich, Alexander, but there’s no way in hell an intelligent woman like Harlow wants that kind of attention at a work dinner. Quit being an insulting prick and roll your tongue back in your mouth. You’re ruining the silk tablecloth.”

      The man, who reminded me a bit of a mole, sputtered, his face turning splotchy and red while Pike barked out a laugh.

      “Really, Micah, you can’t play nice for one evening?”

      The lioness beside me shrugged apathetically. “I can play nice. If it’s warranted.”

      Pike grinned. “Indeed. Well, then, in the spirit of playing nice, let’s order the first course and a bottle of wine. Perhaps we should save the hard hitting conversations until we’re all a few glasses in.”

      The other men chuckled, and after skewering an unfazed Sheridan with a withering stare, even Alexander Bettancourt turned his attention from us.

      “He’s a disgusting prick. Best to stay away from that one.”

      I grinned, turning to meet Senator Sheridan’s gaze. It sparkled with mischief, but also wariness. She knew how to play the game, but I didn’t get the sense that meant she liked it.

      “Thanks for the save, Senator. And don’t worry, I can tell. My creep alarm was blaring.” I risked stealing a glance at the man, only to be rewarded with a shiver trickling down my spine. The kind that makes you feel like someone’s walked over your grave.

      “Please,” she drawled, “call me Micah. I don’t find the need to throw that title around like some of these men do. I know damn well that title may as well be a slur to some of them when it’s attached to a gay black woman.”

      “Well, Micah, I think that title means a lot to a great many people when attached to a gay black woman, but I can respect that.”

      She rewarded me with a beatific smile, her posture relaxing ever so slightly.

      “For what it’s worth,” I continued, “I’m a fan.”

      She let out a low, throaty laugh. “Well, thank you. I’ll try to live up to the expectations that go along with that.”

      The sound of murmured conversation filled the silence as both Micah and I sipped our wine as glasses were placed before us. I couldn’t help but hum in appreciation for the rich, smooth flavor of it.

      “Damn, that’s good,” I sighed.

      Micah chuckled, nodding in agreement. “So Harlow, it’s clear this isn’t your usual scene. Tell me about how you came to work for Pike. And how in the world did you manage that debacle last week?”

      It was my turn to laugh, my voice pitched low though Pike was deep in conversation with Bettancourt. “I think we’re going to need more wine for that.”
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        * * *

      

      I knew politics was a bit like running a used car lot, I just didn’t realize how closely they were tied.

      The wheeling and dealing, the haggling and sales pitches that had been flowing since the appetizers arrived were starting to make my head spin.

      Connelly was even more the simpering, self-serving prick than I originally thought. Not a single thing the man proposed would benefit anyone but himself or some company he’d been bribed to have a stake in. And the way he courted Bettancourt—he might as well have crawled under the table and sucked him off in the middle of the restaurant, it would have been less gratuitous.

      “Of course, Alexander, you’ll have a significant amount of say in how the bill is written. But I think you’ll find it beneficial to you.”

      My skin itched with disgust as Connelly discussed cutting funding to underprivileged communities as a cost saving measure while touting some large-scale corporate bailout in the same breath. I swear, even the shadows were closing in on him, as ready to strangle the man as I was.

      My imagination, of course, and more than a little wishful thinking, but still.

      The man was vile.

      Sheridan let out a disgusted, long-suffering sigh beside me before she once again launched into a litany of reasons why Connelly was the anti-Christ and no-one should listen to a damn thing he said.

      I couldn’t hide my smirk.

      Warm breath smelling of wine tickled my neck. “Not what you expected, is it?”

      Leaning back to create some space between the senator and me as I turned to look at him, I gave him a grin. “It’s not too far off what I was expecting.”

      One brow arched. “Oh?”

      “I thought we’d be discussing a bit more of your PR needs, but that’s all.”

      Pike’s gaze held me captive for a moment before he spoke. “I thought you and I could discuss that at the close of dinner.”

      Hissing snakes coiled in my stomach. “And Joe too, right?”

      “Of course.” The words sounded genuine, but I didn’t miss the momentary flash of disappointment.

      Like hell I was going to become the next round of tabloid fodder. I told Seth and Rebecca I wouldn’t be caught alone with the man, and I meant it. That was a hard line for me, and I had no intention of blurring it. Besides, Pike had worked through more than a few glasses of wine, and I was woman enough to know that I didn’t want to deal with any alcohol-sanctioned bad behavior.

      “Excuse me a moment,” Senator Sheridan said, pushing out from her seat at the table and grabbing her purse. “I need to make a phone call.” She gave me a nod before striding toward the bathrooms, and I said a silent prayer that she wouldn’t be gone long.

      She was the only tolerable person at the table and that included Pike, whose chair had somehow ended up closer to mine than it had been at the opening of the night.

      I reached for my own purse to check my messages, and when I sat back upright, Alexander Bettancourt’s face was mere inches from mine in Sheridan’s vacated seat. We almost knocked heads, he was so deeply in my personal space.

      Struggling to hide the cringe that sought to contort my features, I jumped back, only to bump into Pike. “Sorry,” I told him, before turning back to Bettancourt.

      “You and I haven’t had much of an opportunity to talk this evening, Harlow.” God, his voice was like a three-year-old playing the violin for the first time. Every last nerve in my body wanted to seize up in disgust.

      “I can’t imagine you’d have much to gain from speaking with me,” I hedged. “Not like I have political sway, or anything. Not much to offer here.” I tried for a smile as I lifted my wine glass to my lips, but it was incredibly difficult to feign politeness to a man who made you want to crawl out of your skin and bathe your insides with bleach.

      As my discomfort grew, and I finished my second glass of wine, I could have sworn the dim, shadowy corners of the room fell deeper into darkness, the undulating depth of them calling to me.

      The feeling of a sweaty palm on my bare knee through the slit in my dress ripped my attention from the curious sight and down to my lap. There, under cover of the table and tablecloth, Alexander Bettancourt’s hand gripped my knee, his thumb circling my skin.

      Revulsion and panic flickered like twin flames within me as my mind raced. Did I push his hand away and slap him? He was rich as sin and could probably ruin me entirely in less time than it would take me to call a cab home. Did I excuse myself to use the restroom and get the hell away from him?

      My eyes unfocused as I sat, paralyzed while all of the ways this could bite me in the ass played through my mind, dark flashes of shadowy possibilities and worst case scenarios.

      Bettancourt, encouraged by my stunned and panicked stillness, leaned in close, brushing a strand of lavender hair from my shoulder with the hand not gripping my knee. “I can think of a few things you could offer me, Harlow.”

      Did no one notice? Did no one care? My eyes volleyed between the men sitting oblivious, around me, all lost in their conversation. When Bettancourt’s hand began to travel up my thigh, my breath became trapped in my lungs, my mind screaming at me to run, but my traitorous body frozen like one of those damn fainting goats.

      “How about we go to my place tonight and I can show you all of the ways you can offer yourself to me.”

      His breath was hot, revolting as it trickled down my neck. My insides roiled and writhed, the edges of my vision tunneling black as obsidian vines reached out to drag me down into a full blown panic attack.

      What the fuck is wrong with you, Harlow! Get up!

      I screamed at myself, cursed myself, bargained with myself. But it wasn’t until I imagined my dad’s face when I was six years old as he held me in his arms after I’d flatlined that I was able to snap out of it.

      My brave little survivor. You scared me so much, baby girl. But now you know how strong you are, Harlow. You conquered death. You can overcome anything.

      Turning, my mouth opening to tell Alexander Bettancourt exactly what I’d like to offer him—a bloody nose and a bruised dick—the words died in my throat as I watched with horrified fascination as those tendrils of black I thought had been my subconscious trying to drag me under snaked and unfurled along the table where they wrapped around Sheridan’s full wine glass.

      I didn’t even hear the vile words he still whispered in my ear, too busy with the psychotic break I was in the middle of. My eyes tracked the thin, wispy tendrils as they wrapped around the stem of the wine glass in front of Bettancourt. They widened as the glass began to tremble and vibrate, little concentric rings rippling along the surface. And before it tipped, I watched in awed fascination as a few of those inky tendrils snaked along the table cloth and danced along my arm.

      “What the hell?” Bettancourt screeched, jumping from his chair as deep burgundy liquid sloshed out of the untouched wine glass and all over his stomach and lap.

      When his hand pulled away from my leg, I let out a deep sigh of relief. And before I could really wonder if I was losing my mind, finally cracking under all of life’s pressure, the shadows caressed my hand once, twice, three times, before dissipating into nothing more than a memory I’d question for a long time to come.

      Either the two glasses of wine had gotten to me far more quickly than they should have, or I needed to go see my doctor and make sure I didn’t have a brain tumor or something. Because the alternative was that I was losing my grip on reality, and that wasn’t a possibility I was willing to entertain.

      Bettancourt was immediately flanked by several flustered looking servers who offered wet towels, dry towels, and even to send someone to fetch him a new pair of pants. Embarrassed by the attention, he whipped out his phone to call for his driver and stormed off without a backward glance or a parting word.

      The commotion seemed to break the others away from their plotting long enough to realize that it was well past one in the morning, and when Sheridan strolled back into the dining room with a perfectly arched brow, I was ready to call it a night.

      “What did I miss?”

      “Your wine glass tipped over somehow and spilled all over Bettancourt,” I told her, leaving out the part about him copping a feel.

      “Did he get what he deserved?” Damn, the woman didn’t miss a thing.

      I grinned, despite myself. “Honestly? Not even close. But it’s a start.”

      Her eyes were knowing as she extended a hand to me. “It was a pleasure to meet you, tonight, Harlow. Don’t forget, if you decide to immerse yourself in this world, you can either be a lamb led to the slaughter, or you can decide to be a wolf. I suggest the latter.”

      “Thanks, Senator. I’ll remember that.”

      She shook my hand firmly before offering a brief goodbye to the other men at the table then spinning on her heels and striding away.

      “Well,” Pike drawled on my right, “I suppose it’s time to have my driver take you home. We can talk about your new position another time.”
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      I woke before my alarm the next morning with a thundering heart and the fast fading impression of monsters and men filling my dreams. Deciding there was no point in lying in bed for an hour and maybe getting another half an hour of fitful sleep, I dragged my ass out of my room and made a pot of coffee. It wouldn’t hide the dark circles under my eyes after a late night and not nearly enough sleep, but it was a start.

      With a full, steaming mug and a chocolate croissant, I padded to the couch and turned on the news. While I wished I could live in blissful ignorance of some of the things around me, I needed to stay on top of the political scene, and whether or not I’d be walking into work that morning to a peaceful day or a shit show.

      Tucking my legs underneath myself, I hugged my warm mug to my chest, inhaling the bitter aroma of black coffee and flicked on the television. The local news program flared to life, the female newscaster filling the screen.

      “In bizarre local news, pharmaceutical tycoon, Alexander Bettancourt, suffered a violent animal attack last night that has local officials baffled. Bettancourt was attacked by a massive, black dog late in the night outside of his home. He suffered serious injuries including bites to his legs, arms, and face, but most disturbingly, the loss of most of his right hand.”

      Coffee forgotten, I leaned in toward the tv, my heart thundering. Bettancourt had been attacked by a dog?

      “It is being reported that the millionaire lost all but one finger.”

      Her co-anchor, a middle aged man with enough Botox to obscure what was no doubt meant to be a look of horror cut in. “According to an anonymous source, Mr. Bettancourt lost every finger save for his middle one. Can you believe that, Alexis?”

      “No, Chuck, it’s truly a strange story. Local officials claimed that when first responders arrived on scene, Bettancourt was shouting about a massive black dog with glowing red eyes and smoke wafting from his fur.” Both anchors shook their heads in pity.

      “That’s right, Alexis. Now, obviously that was likely the blood loss talking, but officials have asked residents to stay vigilant and report any sightings of large, black dogs wandering the streets.”

      I shook my head, taking a sip of coffee. “Glowing red eyes. Ridiculous.”

      But even as the words left my mouth, my mind wandered to one of the men who’d played such a prominent role in my dreams since I was a little girl. A man with onyx hair and eyes the color of rubies.

      “Nope,” I spoke aloud. “You’re not going crazy, Harlow. So what if you dream about a guy with red eyes? That’s nothing more than indigestion and an overactive imagination. And you probably shouldn’t have binged the Twilight series when it released on that streaming service.”

      A shiver worked its way down my spine as my mind flashed back to the night before when Bettancourt’s hand had grabbed my leg. Simply thinking about it made me feel like there were a million insects writhing beneath my skin. I hated the powerless feeling his touch had given me, the way I had to decide how to react in order to safeguard my job, rather than telling him to go fuck himself like I wanted to. At least I’d been saved by the wine and my shadow hallucination.

      There was a part of me that wished I could find that dog and give him a good long belly rub for biting that creep’s hand off.

      “You need therapy, Harlow,” I muttered to myself as I took a bite of my croissant. “So much therapy.”
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        * * *

      

      Becks and Seth were waiting at my desk when I walked into work, both ready for me to spill it about dinner the night before.

      “You look tired,” Becks observed, thrusting a latte into my hand.

      “I am, thanks so much for noticing.” I arched a brow at her before taking a long sip of the latte. Cinnamon vanilla, my favorite. “Mm. And thanks for the coffee.”

      “That’s what friends are for,” she sing-songed. “Now, spill it.”

      The expectant, eager look she flashed me had me chuckling. At least Seth was doing a better job of camouflaging his blatant curiosity. But after the other day and the way I’d shot down his concerns, that wasn’t all that surprising.

      “Well, it was… an interesting night. I got to meet Senator Sheridan.” Becks had a girl crush on Sheridan. She was the kind of badass we aspired to be.

      Becca’s eyes were wide. “Was she as awesome in person as she seems like she’d be?”

      “Honestly? She was awesome. You’d love her, Becks. Total badass.”

      My friend sighed dreamily. “That woman is such girl goals.”

      “Senator Connelly was also there.” I couldn’t suppress my shudder at his name.

      This earned a raised brow from Seth, who seemed just as surprised that Pike had been meeting with the man as I had been. “Really? He and Pike are in opposition to each other on just about every issue imaginable.”

      I shrugged, holding my latte with both hands and absorbing its warmth through the cardboard cup. “Trust me, I was surprised, too. But he was probably there because Alexander Bettancourt was too, and he wanted to schmooze his way into the man’s good graces.” I lowered my voice to a whisper, making sure no one else would overhear me. “At one point, I thought Connelly was going to offer to suck him off in the bathroom to get what he wanted.”

      “Wait a second,” Becks held up a hand. “Why does that name sound familiar?”

      “He’s that super rich pharma asshole that’s pushed to artificially inflate the price of lifesaving medications,” I told her, disdain dripping from my tone. “And did you watch the news this morning?”

      Seth cut in, his eyes going comically wide. “He’s the guy that got his hand bitten off by a rabid dog!”

      “Oh my God, I did hear that story. Holy shit, Harlow, that’s crazy.”

      “Yeah, well he was a massive creep, so he won’t get any sympathy from me.”

      Seth’s gaze zeroed in on me, his lips pursed tightly, his voice hard. “What happened?”

      If he’d been someone else—like one of the four men who constantly invaded my dreams—maybe that possessive, protective shit would have dampened my panties. But with Seth, it felt like having a brother at my back. Not that he’d enjoy hearing that.

      “He tried to get a little handsy at the end of the night.”

      Becks pulled a face. “Ew. I know he’s super rich, but that guy looks like a huge creep.”

      I nodded, shivering at the sensation of a million bugs scuttling down my spine. “Definitely a creep.”

      Seth was quiet for a few beats before leaning in closer to me, his voice angry on my behalf. “That was what I was worried about, Harlow. Guys like that think everyone owes them something.”

      I rubbed my temples. “I know, but it was fine, Seth. Plus, he ended the night with wine spilled all over his pants and his rich, limp dick.”

      Becca let out a bark of laughter, her eyes sparkling. “You didn’t?”

      Grinning, I shook my head. “Unfortunately no. It was just a freak thing. But it was definitely satisfying.”

      Even Seth’s lips twitched at that. “Sorry. I’m being an asshole, I’ve spent enough time around these people that I worry.”

      Becks ruffled his hair playfully. “And it’s so cute that you do, but Harlow’s a big girl and she can take care of herself.”

      Well, that, and apparently I have sentient shadows on my side, so there’s that, too.

      He shot me an apologetic smile that bordered on a wince. “I know. I know you can take care of yourself.” His attention flickered to the closed door of Pike’s office. “Doesn’t mean I trust any of them around my friends.”

      “Don’t worry,” I replied. “I don’t really trust any of them either.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey.” Becca came striding up to me at the end of the day, purse slung over her shoulder. “Come over to my place. We need a pizza and movie night.”

      Seth gave us both a nod, hesitating for a minute before striding out of the office.

      “I don’t know, I’m really tired.”

      “Well, no shit. All you do is work. Which is why I won’t take no for an answer. We haven’t hung out in weeks, and I’m dying for a girls night. Come on, my treat.” She turned pleading chocolate eyes on me, and I groaned.

      “No fair, pulling out the puppy dog eyes. You know it’s my friendship kryptonite.”

      Somehow, she contorted her face even more, her eyes comically wide, mouth turned down in an exaggerated frown as she made her bottom lip tremble.

      “Ugh, fine! Stop it with the face, please.”

      Becca’s features morphed instantly from one of pathetic pleading to triumph as a massive grin tugged at her cheeks and made her eyes sparkle. She really was beautiful. I couldn’t figure out why Seth didn’t give his attention to her.

      “You’re the worst,” I teased, bumping her with my hip.

      She grinned wider, grabbing my hand to tug me out of the office. “I know, but you love me.”

      “I do. Now, let’s order pizza so it’s ready to be delivered by the time we get to your place.”

      “Already on it,” she replied, pulling her phone out and launching our favorite pizza joint’s app to order our usual. One margherita and one pepperoni and onion pizza with a side of cheesy breadsticks.

      As we walked to her apartment, I told her in more detail about the dinner, about what Bettancourt did, about the wine that seemed to tip over as if pushed by a phantom hand. I didn’t tell her about the shadows or the way they seemed to follow me everywhere I went these days. She was a good friend, but I knew better than to talk about stuff like that.

      I’d learned as a child that if you told people you’d seen something they couldn’t, they’d assume you were either making things up as a way to deal with trauma, looking for attention, or in need of a psych eval. It wasn’t a mistake I was going to make as an adult.

      “What a creep,” she said with a shiver as she pushed through the door to her apartment. “Maybe it makes me a bitch, but I’m glad he lost his hand.”

      A relieved chuckle pushed out of my chest. “Oh, thank God I’m not the only one.”

      “Nope. Serves him right for putting his hands on you. Maybe you’ve got a guardian angel out there looking out for you,” she said dreamily.

      “Yeah,” I scoffed. “A guardian angel that looks like a rabid dog and bites off people’s fingers.”

      “Hey, it could happen.”

      “Please tell me you have wine,” I said as I wandered into Becca’s kitchen and threw open the cabinet that usually held her booze. Several bottles of our favorite lined the shelf.

      “Like you even have to ask. Pour me a glass too, would you?”

      So I did, being generous with the pour, my mind on shadows and dogs with glowing red eyes and the bizarre turns my life had taken lately.

      “Now that I’ve accepted that you and Seth are a no-go, we need to get you on a dating app, Harlow.”

      I groaned, my eyes rolling back into my head before padding over to Becks and handing her a glass of wine. “I’m not going on a dating app.”

      “When’s the last time you got laid?”

      I thought back to my last underwhelming date that ended up in even more underwhelming sex. He came in three minutes then lay there panting like he’d run a marathon and didn’t even bother trying to get me across the finish line, too.

      “The last time I got laid, or the last time getting laid brought me to orgasm?”

      Becks sputtered, trying not to spit out her wine. “Oh, honey. That’s just sad.”

      “So was the last guy I had sex with,” I shot back. He’d been attractive, reasonably intelligent, and our date had gone ok, but there was nothing there that made me want a second one. “But that’s what vibrators and smutty books are for. They never let me down the way the men around here seem to.”

      I curled myself up into the arm of the couch, feet tucked beneath me. Dating in D.C. was a nightmare. So many of the men had grand political aspirations and were so self-obsessed that you could go an entire date without getting a word in edgewise as they outlined their plan for world domination as though you gave a shit.

      And even if you did manage to find a nice guy, chances were that he was only in town temporarily. You’d connect and he’d go back home to whatever state he hailed from when the campaign he worked for ended, or his boss lost the election.

      What was the point?

      “I’ve been thinking about moving back home,” Becks confessed hesitantly, plopping herself on the couch beside me. It was as if she’d read my mind in the worst way. “I’m not getting any younger, and I want kids, you know?”

      My stomach lurched, but I simply nodded.

      “I know that sounds stupid, but you’re not wrong. The guys around here suck, and I feel like I’m wasting all of this time.” She sighed, letting her head loll back onto the couch.

      Becks was one of my only real friends, and the idea of her moving away had acid churning instantly in my stomach. We’d only known each other for a couple of years, but when you really connect with someone, none of that matters. She was the only one besides my parents who checked up on me, encouraged me, listened to me. She was my best friend and cheerleader, and without her, I’d never have a reason to leave the house outside of going to work. My voice was small when I found the ability to speak again.

      “When are you thinking of going?”

      Her face crumpled, not missing the dejection in my tone. “Oh, Harlow, I don’t know that I am moving back home, it’s just something I’ve been thinking about.”

      “When, Becks?”

      A deep sigh worked its way out of her chest before she took a long sip of wine. “Probably when my lease is up in six months.”

      All of the air was sucked from the room. Six months? That soon?

      Rebecca opened her mouth to speak at my look of utter dejection but was interrupted by the buzzer. “Shit, pizza’s here. I’ll be right back.”

      I tried to make myself breathe as my friend hurried down to the first floor to grab our pizza, but panic, sadness, and disappointment clawed at my lungs. Shadows danced in the corners of my vision.

      No wonder she’d been trying to set me up and get me in a relationship. She was going to move back home to Nebraska and I’d be here, alone.

      As her footsteps sounded up the stairs, I willed myself to breathe, to wipe the look of desolation off my face, and to keep myself from making my friend feel guilty for doing what she thought was best for her.

      Plastering a smile on my face, I projected as much normalcy with my tone as I could manage while Becks walked in carrying the pizzas. “So, what movie are we watching tonight?”

      I’d cry later.
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      There was nothing that brought me joy quite like making a putrescent soul scream for mercy. Except maybe making one that had hurt my girl scream.

      When that vile piece of mortal filth put his hand on Harlow, made her freeze in panic and uncertainty, her heart rate skyrocket in her chest, I almost pushed fully through the veil then and there and ripped his throat out in the middle of that restaurant. The only thing that had saved him was Shade tipping that glass of wine onto his lap.

      “Stupid,” Adriel was saying for the millionth time as he paced the length of our living room. He was about to wear grooves into the wood floor.

      I’d tuned him out after the third iteration of this lecture. I wasn’t sorry for what I’d done, and deep down, he wasn’t mad, either. But Adriel always had to play the dutiful leader, had to toe that line.

      “You’re going to draw too much attention to us, to her, pulling a stunt like that.”

      With a roll of my neck and pop of my bones as I sprawled out on the brown leather couch, I leveled a glare at the man I considered a brother. “I didn’t kill him, did I?”

      “That’s not the fucking point, and you know it!”

      He was pissed enough that his form began to flicker, the wild-eyed man giving way to the monster within. Midnight black fabric made from death itself fluttered in an unearthly breeze, and long, razor sharp nails jutted out of bony, skeletal hands as he clenched and unclenched them.

      Sometimes I wondered which was our true form. The man or the monster?

      For the last twenty-six years, I think the part of us that housed the man had grown smaller and smaller, our beasts taking up more space within our souls. “Seriously, Adriel, that asshole’s soul is as tainted as Chernobyl. We all know what’s waiting for him here. The Shadow Realm won’t hold anything pleasant for him.”

      I grinned as the sounds of his screams played through my memory like the most beautiful symphony. A symphony of pain. My favorite.

      A laugh bubbled from me as Adriel shot out a skeletal hand, wrapping it tightly enough around my throat to draw blood. “If you jeopardize getting her—“

      “That’s enough!” Shade’s voice boomed with the vastness of space and time.

      The power he imbued in the words sent a euphoric shiver down my spine. Power always leaked out of my chaotic brother, but when he opened the floodgates the way he just had, it was a heady experience.

      “Let go of him, Adriel. We all know he’s a theatrical asshole that’s going to get us caught, but we also know you’re only pissed because you didn’t get to cross that line first.”

      Adriel’s glower would have made lesser men piss themselves, especially when his eyes became the gaping, depthless black pools they were in his wraith form.

      But Shade? He simply mirrored the expression with his own stare full of so much raw power that you could see galaxies swirling within.

      “Oh, are we having a power pissing contest?” Saint drawled as he sauntered into the room, hands in his pockets and completely at ease. The many headed beast within him stretched and yawned, their eyes glowing beneath the golden surface of his.

      “Nah, A’s just pissed that I drew blood from that sick fuck before he could.”

      Saint rolled his eyes. “We’re all pissed you drew first blood, Raze, but he’s also right. If you keep pulling such public stunts, Death’s going to find out that we’re… that we’re doing more housekeeping than he agreed to.”

      “I bloody well know what kind of line we’re walking,” I shouted. “But are you telling me that if you knew she’d have to go through even a fraction of what she’s endured that you’d agree again if we had it to do over? Are you telling me that you’d sit back and let that flaccid-dicked predator lay his hand on her and do what was in his decomposing soul?”

      I turned my glare to Shade. “I know you wouldn’t have. You were the one that dumped the wine on him.”

      He had the nerve to shrug. “It was a glass of wine, Raze. They spill all of the time. No one noticed my influence.”

      “Harlow did! She saw your shadows, Brother. She felt them on her skin.”

      Shade was silent for a moment, the vastness of his soul swirling agitatedly in his eyes. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

      I detonated. “Are you assholes really going to sit here and pretend like you haven’t killed people for less when it comes to her? Because we’ve all crossed that line time and time again. So maybe I was a tad dramatic, so what?”

      I pointed to Adriel. “You think we don’t know that you pushed that frat boy who grabbed her ass off the balcony at that party? He wasn’t that drunk. And you”—I spun, facing Saint—“you made her first boyfriend crash his car after he dumped her simply because he made her cry.”

      The kid had survived, but he’d never lose that limp.

      “And you straight up made a whole ass house collapse on that shrink that suggested she was hallucinating and needed to be committed.” Shade shrugged at my accusation.

      And that was the crux of it. We’d all agreed to let Harlow live her life, to not interfere. We’d all broken that promise more times than we could count, but we didn’t talk about it, didn’t admit it. It had been an unspoken rule for far too long.

      We stepped in, protected her, claimed revenge for her, and then pretended that we’d done no such thing. Well, I was fucking done with the games.

      “Are you all really going to sit here and lie to me? Are you going to tell me that if that human piece of shit had continued to touch her last night, you would have sat back and let him because we’re not supposed to interfere?”

      The silence was thick as quicksand and all of us were being sucked under. I could feel their other halves writhing and raging beneath their skin the way mine was.

      No way would we ever let something like that happen to Harlow. We all knew it, so it was time to admit it to each other. My beast and I had shown an admirable amount of restraint last night when we ripped the fingers off of that swine’s hand. As far as I was concerned, his offense warranted a slow, painful demise. The fact that I held back spoke volumes about my respect for Death and his request.

      The human had used that hand to touch my Harlow. Used it to make her feel small and powerless. That insignificant piece of human filth had no idea who he’d set his sights on.

      But the worst part?

      She had no idea, either.

      I’d watched her face through the mirrors when she heard the news. I saw the way her lips ticked up in a satisfied grin. For that kind of reaction? I’d raze the earth and everyone on it if that’s what it took.

      “Maybe we should stop watching her,” Adriel grumbled. “All it does is blur the lines. How long before we cross one we can’t come back from?”

      “What are you worried about, exactly?” Shade asked, his eyes flicking to the mirror that showed Harlow eating pizza with her friend as she tried to look happy. But I knew her. Knew every little tic and expression, and her friend’s announcement that she was going to move back home had rocked Harlow.

      Night, it killed me not to be able to step through the veil and hold her the way I had in her dream.

      “I’m worried that we’ll ruin her chance at a happy, normal life. I’m worried we’ll overstep and hurt her. I’m worried that our continued presence in her life is going to make her think she’s losing her damned mind. You know she’s wondered a couple of times about the state of her sanity already.” Adriel raked a hand through his hair, his chin tilted up to the ceiling, eyes falling closed.

      “I’m worried that the longer we watch her, the harder it becomes to put aside my selfish need to be near her. To touch her. I’m worried that I’ll want to tell her everything, and we don’t know what that would do to her mind!”

      And there it was. The worry that kept us all up at night. What if we pushed our way into Harlow’s life and it somehow broke her mind?

      All of the bluster blew right out of me. There were too many unknowns when it came to Harlow. Too many what ifs and speculations that none of us were comfortable entertaining too seriously because none of us were willing to risk her.

      But I worried, the longer we watched her live her mortal life, that the risk of not intervening may be just as devastating.

      Sure, some humans were mostly good. Some tried their hardest to live a life that would positively impact the people around them, to leave their indelible mark on the world so their legacy was something their children could be proud of.

      But others? Others waged wars and thought only of themselves, not caring who they had to hurt, kill, or bury on their way to the top. Too many humans believed that the sum total of their life was what they could gain or what pleasures they could snatch from the world around them, no matter the cost to others.

      It was why the prison and rehabilitation sectors in the Shadow Realm were so vast, and they only seemed to expand as the decades wore on. The souls who arrived in the Realm pure enough to be reborn again were growing fewer and further between.

      My brothers and I had watched the birth of civilizations, the fall of kingdoms. We’d borne witness to genocides, atrocities against the earth and humanity alike, and we’d always managed to remain impartial.

      But since the first breath Harlow drew on Earth… impartiality was no longer an option, and that was a terrifying prospect. The four of us were powerful beings. We could level worlds if the impulse struck.

      And if anything ever happened to Harlow, I feared that we would.

      Saint laid a hand on Adriel’s shoulder, giving it a squeeze. “I don’t think any of us are capable of promising to stay out of Harlow’s life completely, but we can agree to be more careful.” He shot me a look. “If someone does something worthy of punishment, we will take care of it the same way we have been. Just”—he glared at me—“with less theatrics. Death must know that if there is a serious and immediate threat to our girl, we’ll act.”

      I cleared my throat. “Do you honestly think he’s unaware of what we’ve done thus far?”

      My brothers fell silent.

      “He’s known us for millennia. I’m not saying he approves of the ways we’ve woven ourselves into her life, but if he hasn’t said anything yet, I think we’re in the clear.”

      Shade hummed, his eyes losing focus as he considered my words. “You’re probably not wrong.”

      “So really, one could argue that he approves of my punishment for the disgusting human last night.”

      Adriel groaned, pinching the bridge of his nose.

      I ignored him and continued. “One could even argue that he doesn’t really mind us finding ways to be around Harlow. As long as we don’t do anything too obvious or show ourselves to her human friends or something.”

      “Or,” Adriel drawled, leveling me with a glare, “do something like shift to torment a human and then let him live to tell the tale?”

      With wide, innocent eyes, I placed my hand over my heart. “I thought I was doing the right thing by letting him live, but I’m more than happy to go back and correct my mistake.”

      Saint snickered at the same time Shade snorted out a laugh, but Adriel was not amused.

      “Laugh it up, assholes. It’s all fun and games until he forbids us to watch her.”

      It was exactly the right thing to say to sober us up.

      “I’m tired of watching her suffer,” I said, no longer teasing. “If she calls me into her dreams, I won’t ignore her. And if someone does something to hurt her, I will kill them. I’ll just make sure there’s no one left to tell their story next time.”

      Adriel watched me, assessing, before giving a curt nod. “Fine. But we do what we can to let her live her life. A normal human life. Unless someone threatens it, in which case, Death help them.”

      A wicked smile split my face. “Not even Death will help them if they threaten our girl.”
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      It was late when I left Becca’s house, but instead of walking straight home, I found myself heading toward an overgrown little graveyard full of inhabitants long forgotten. The night was crisp, a pleasantly cool breeze making the summer temperatures bearable as I sidestepped people on sidewalks and ignored groups of giggling college kids staggering out of bars and restaurants.

      My friend’s words played on a loop in my head.

      She was going to leave. My only real friend was going to move back home, and I’d find myself alone again.

      God, the pity party I was throwing myself was epic.

      Party of one, like always.

      The city was closing in on me tonight. Too many people, too much light, too much noise. My breaths sawing in and out of my lungs began to roar in my ears as I sought the still peace of the neglected cemetery. I needed to get away from it all, to find some quiet, to lose myself in the shadows.

      Ever since I died for two minutes when I was six years old, I’d had a morbid fascination with graveyards. I almost ended up in one, and quite a few of my friends actually did, but rather than shy away from the reminder of my own mortality they offered, I tended to find solace there.

      Maybe it was the quiet, reverent atmosphere, maybe it was the reminder that even the problems that weighed me down today were fleeting, that my time here was fleeting. Or maybe it was that I was all sorts of fucked up, and a part of me believed that the men who haunted my dreams felt more real in the graveyard. It felt like they could walk right up to me.

      But that was insane, or just a hell of a lot of loneliness talking.

      My heart rate began to slow as I crossed under the wrought iron archway that always seemed more like a portal to another world than anything else, and stepped into the dark stillness of the cemetery.

      There was no one here, as was always the case. Not even stoned kids attempting a seance or homeless people lingered in the hallowed space. It was always empty when I came.

      I navigated moss-covered stones as I made my way to the center of the cemetery where there was a tall, ancient tree. It provided enough cover that the headstones beneath it were smoother and less worn than the ones around them. That was where I always settled, my back nestled against the chilled marker, and tonight was no different.

      I folded my legs beneath me, letting my head fall against the stone with a sigh, my eyes fluttering closed. “I wonder if anyone will ever hang out against my headstone one day when I’m dead. Wonder if anyone will miss me.”

      Melodrama, thy name is Harlow.

      “You’ll miss me, though, won’t you, Hattie? Who’ll come hang out with you when I’m gone?”

      Hattie Smith was the occupant of the grave I always gravitated to. She’d been privy to more of my life’s story than even my parents. She was only twenty-four when she died. So young. I’d spent hours searching the rest of the graveyard for her family one day, but she seemed to be alone. Maybe that was why I always sat with her. She probably needed a friend as badly as I had throughout the years.

      “I feel like I might fall apart without Becks. Who’ll sign me up for dating apps so I get laid, or listen to me complain about my saintly parents when their attention gets to be too much? Who will make me laugh and call me on my bullshit?”

      Only the rustling of a soft breeze through the leaves above me answered.

      “I think there’s something wrong with me, Hattie. Not like cancer wrong, or anything, but with my heart. There’s this guy at work… He’s sweet, attentive, gives a shit about what happens to me, cares enough to notice when I’m running myself ragged. And he’s cute. Really cute, actually.” I blew out a deep breath as I bounced the back of my head lightly against her headstone.

      “But I feel absolutely nothing for him. He’s probably the first guy I’ve met in years that I could actually be compatible with, and the idea of him kissing me or fucking me makes my skin crawl.”

      The very short list of my past relationships unfurled in my mind’s eye. All quick, all physical, all with men who didn’t get me. My last boyfriend, Niko, was probably the only man who could really be classified as one. The others were fuck buddies. But Niko was a selfish asshole, so it didn’t last long.

      The common denominator with all of them was me. I didn’t share anything real with them. It had never seemed worth the risk of opening myself up—not after the first time I told a guy I’d been into about my past.

      I don’t know what it is about cancer, but when I told him I’d had childhood leukemia and almost died, his face had gone pale and he began shifting around on the couch like his ass was on fire. When I told him about the hospitals, the tests, the years of being unable to play with friends because their simple seasonal colds could spell death for me with my obliterated immune system, he’d scooted a couple inches away.

      When I told him I’d flatlined for a couple minutes, that several of my friends had died that same year in the cancer wing of the children’s hospital, he’d gone green.

      “Are you still contagious?” he’d whispered.

      God, I’ll never forget that as long as I live. I sat there staring at him, trying to wrap my mind around the thought of leukemia being contagious. Like the flu. What a moron.

      He never returned another call or text after that.

      And the sad thing was that even the few times I alluded to being sick as a kid, I got the same uncomfortable reactions. None of the men I’d dated wanted to wade into the murky depths of my past, they wanted an easy fuck and some fun.

      So at some point, I decided that I’d have to be ok with only wanting the same.

      “I think if I told Seth about my past, he’d be a normal functioning adult about it, Hattie, but what’s the point? Even the idea of his hands on me feels wrong. And I know he wants to be more than just my friend, so I’m not going to string him along.”

      My mind swung back to my terrifying dream the other night. Not to the doctor or the tentacles, or the meat cleaver swinging down to my belly, but to the men I’d conjured when I was a kid. To the way I felt wrapped in their arms as they comforted me, the way my heart rate had slowed, my breathing calmed. To the way something wild and terrified had stilled inside of me in their presence.

      They started showing up in my dreams shortly after I flatlined. At that point we’d go on adventures and ride shadowy unicorns—I sure as hell wasn’t thinking about their perfectly sculpted bodies as a kid—but some part of me must have needed the feeling of safety they gave, even then. And my subconscious had clung to them through the decades.

      For twenty years I’d been dreaming of those same men. Sure, the dreams had changed as I’d grown up, but the four men had remained the same. The only constant in my life, outside of my parents.

      “How fucked up is it that the only men I really want to put their hands on me are imaginary?” I let the confession hang in the moonlit night, but Hattie didn’t respond.

      Of course she didn’t.

      A deep sigh poured out of me. “There’s something wrong with me.”

      My eyes drifted shut, face lifted to the night sky, and a soft breeze caressed my cheek. It felt so much like the gentle touch of a lover’s fingertips that I allowed myself to imagine that one of my dream men sat beside me. The breeze trailed along my jawline, and I shivered.

      “I wish you were real.”
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      My fucking heart ached as I trailed my shadowy fingers down Harlow’s cheek and jaw. If she opened her eyes right now, she’d see nothing but a slight distortion of the air around her. She wouldn’t see me sitting cross-legged beside her on the cool ground of the grave she always visited, wouldn’t see the wide eyes of the man who loved her with every fiber of his fractured soul watching her try to hold herself together.

      “We’re more real than you know, pretty girl,” I whispered, careful to shield my voice from her hearing.

      All of this was torture. Absolute fucking torture, and I had no one to blame but myself. If only I hadn’t hesitated all those years ago. If only I hadn’t pulled back instead of kissing her. My brothers may not blame me for being separated from Harlow, but I know the truth, and I sure as hell blamed myself.

      It was my fault she’d been through all of this pain, all this sickness and sorrow. All this loneliness that covered her like a death-shroud.

      Some of the tension bled from her body as I feathered touches I shouldn’t be stealing across her cheeks, down her shoulders, over her hands.

      “Guess it’s a good thing I can throw myself into work, because I’m going to die alone.”

      The beasts in me growled and clawed and scratched at my insides. “Oh, pretty girl, if only you knew how very wrong you are about that.”

      Harlow shifted on the hard ground, scooting closer to me, as if that deep, endless part of her recognized me beside her. When her shoulder pressed against my chest, she stilled, relaxing against the headstone once more.

      “I’m excited to take on more responsibility for the senator and see if I can make a name for myself, but I think I’m going to need to start carrying pepper spray to fight off his disgusting connections. Or find that rabid dog that bit off Bettancourt’s hand and train him to be my service animal or something. Some of these people are absolutely garbage humans, Hattie.”

      A low, rumbled chuckle shook my chest. Raze had really done a number on that sick fuck. I only wish I’d been there to help. My beasts would have loved to spill his blood. But when my other sides came out to play, I didn’t possess as much control as Raze. That human piece of filth would have ended up dead.

      But wait till I told my brother that Harlow was daydreaming about walking him around the city like a massive, fiery-eyed mutt. He’d laugh his ass off, and Adriel would have to chain him to the wall to keep him from crossing the veil to do it.

      Mental images of our girl walking Raze in his Black Shuck form down the block on a leash almost had me losing my shit. My pretty girl would look badass walking around with a hound of hell at her side, and no one would try to mess with her then, but Death would have our balls.

      “I think I’m seeing things, Hattie.”

      I stilled.

      “Like shadows that move. Shadows that dump a perfectly stable glass of wine on a billionaire’s lap to get him to stop touching me.”

      I stared at Harlow, watching her worry at her bottom lip.

      “But that’s crazy, right? Because I’m not doing anything. Pretty sure I wasn’t bitten by any radioactive bugs lately that gave me freaky superpowers. But the alternatives are what? That I’m being haunted by benevolent poltergeists? I have some dark guardian angel watching my back?” Her voice dropped to a hoarse whisper. “Or, most terrifyingly likely of all, I’m losing my mind. Maybe hallucinating because the cancer’s back, but it’s in my brain this time.”

      Mother fucker.

      This was not what we wanted. We wanted to guard Harlow, to protect her, to help her feel like she wasn’t completely alone. Not make her worry that cancer was eating away at her brain and making her hallucinate.

      Fuck!

      It took all of my self-control to keep myself shielded from her eyes when what I really wanted to do was show her that she wasn’t crazy, and she wasn’t sick. That the men in her dreams were real. That we were hers and we’d been here her whole life, protecting her however we could.

      We were the shadows. We were the breeze. We were the monsters lurking in dark alleys and corners who reaped the souls of anyone who hurt her.

      “I made an appointment with my oncologist. I’m almost due for some blood tests, anyway.” Harlow’s voice grew thin, worried. “What if it’s back? I don’t want to go through all of that again, and it would kill my parents.”

      She was wrong about that. Harlow’s parents were some of the purest souls I’d ever seen. Would their hearts break for their daughter if she were sick again? Absolutely. But it wouldn’t kill them. They were made of heartier stock than that. They’d stand beside my girl every step of the way.

      But Harlow wasn’t sick, and she’d find that out soon enough. Then it would be up to us to stop fucking around with our shadows so she could stop worrying she was losing her grip on reality.

      Harlow sighed deeply, leaning into me, though she didn’t know it. “I’d give anything to have a normal, boring life.”

      “That’s what got you into this mess in the first place, Lo.” I let my head rest against hers, soaking in her warmth. “Always wanting something less than what you have. But I suppose that’s kinda my fault, too, isn’t it?”

      She’d wanted me, and I pulled away.

      “I was a fucking idiot, Harlow. Night, I’ve loved you since we were kids. How did you not know that? How could you not see it in my eyes every time I looked at you? Hear it in my voice each time I said your name?”

      Harlow was silent beside me, her human ears unaware that she wasn’t simply carrying on a one-sided conversation with a long-dead girl in an empty graveyard.

      “And then we got older and things changed. You were drowning in all of your responsibilities, and I knew it. So we didn’t tell you when we agreed to protect you. We didn’t want it to be another thing for you to feel responsible for. Hell, I guess we figured we were already doing it anyway, you know? But when you leaned in to kiss me that day, I had this terrifying moment of doubt. What if you viewed what we’d agreed to do differently than we did? What if that somehow changed the whole dynamic of our relationship for you?

      “I was so scared that you’d hate me, hate us, if I kissed you before telling you the truth. So I pulled back. I didn’t want to, but it seemed like the right thing to do in the moment. Fuck, I dreamed about kissing you so many times. About peeling the clothes from your body and worshiping every inch of your flesh.”

      She shivered beside me, so I wrapped my arm around her.

      “But I know you, pretty girl. I know how important it is to you that you feel loved completely. If you so much as suspected I had ulterior motives for wanting you… Well fuck, I couldn’t risk that kind of misunderstanding.”

      As Harlow watched the stars and the moon, I watched her. My voice was barely a whisper when I finally choked out the words lodged in my throat. “Maybe I should have, though. Risked it. Because the hurt that flashed in those eyes of yours when I pulled away gutted me. And then we lost you to this place.”

      My beasts lay still inside me, wallowing in the regret of that moment right along with me as we re-lived it.

      “I was an idiot. And if I could do it all over, I’d have kissed you so hard your legs would have turned to putty. I would have had to carry you to the bed because you wouldn’t have been able to walk on your own. If I could do it over again, I wouldn’t deny you anything simply because I was afraid. I’d take you, pretty girl. I’d take what was always supposed to be mine, and I’d never let it go. You never would have decided to live this life.”

      We sat in companionable silence for a while, Harlow lost in her own head and completely unaware of my presence beside her, while I was lost in the memories of that night. The night I’d blown it all to hell for all five of us and made her believe a new start on Earth was what she needed.

      When her eyelids began to flutter and her breathing started to slow and deepen, I gave her a nudge. I didn’t want my pretty girl to fall asleep alone in a graveyard. I’d keep her safe, of course, but she’d been running herself ragged. Harlow needed to sleep in her comfortable bed.

      “Time to go home,” I whispered, nothing more than a midnight breeze to the woman I loved. Just a thought that would wiggle its way into her head.

      A yawn split her face, Harlow’s back arching in a stretch. Her eyes were bleary, and I wished I could show myself to her and carry her home. She was exhausted, wrung out, and I could practically feel the longing to be cared for rolling off of her. Not that she needed to be taken care of—Harlow was strong as fuck and more than capable—but didn’t we all want someone to give enough of a shit about us that they made us slow down when we were running ourselves into the ground? Someone who notices the strain in our eyes and cares enough to follow through and take some of it on so we don’t have to?

      “Well, Hattie, thanks for listening. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you more now that Becks is leaving me.” She pushed up from the ground, wobbly with exhaustion, and my hands flew to her hips to steady her. She pulled out her phone, wincing when the harsh blue light showed it to be well after one in the morning. “Well, fuck. Night, Hattie.”

      I wrapped my arm around her waist as Harlow picked her way through the silent graveyard and out onto the nearly deserted city streets. I wanted nothing more than to walk this way out in the open, to have her know I had her back, that I was there for her. But for now, I’d settle for stealing little moments like this.

      I cloaked us in darkness and shadows, once again shielding Harlow from the world and anyone who’d think to do her harm. Her feet dragged along the pavement as she made her way home.

      “Only a few more blocks. You can do it, sweetheart.”

      “I’m so fucking tired. Why did I stay there so late?”

      “I didn’t want to leave either. I’ve missed spending time alone with you. I would have stayed all night if you wanted to.”

      She rubbed the heel of her hand against her eye. “It’s probably messed up to feel so safe and at home in a creepy old graveyard.”

      My chest glowed with warmth. I didn’t think it was the graveyard that made her feel safe and at home. “Not messed up at all.”

      She chuckled to herself. “The same way it’s probably messed up that I’m talking to myself as I walk down the street like a tweaker.”

      That warmth guttered in me. I’d let myself believe we were actually talking to each other for a minute there. That Harlow knew I held her pressed into my side, that I was there with her. But as always, reality managed to shatter the illusion like a stone thrown through stained glass.

      “You’re not talking to yourself. You never are, you simply don’t realize it.”

      She didn’t say anything else, falling silent as she traversed the last block to her apartment. I scanned the blocks behind her as she stopped in front of the old brick building and fumbled around in her purse, looking for her keys.

      There were no threats, no one around for blocks. Only a familiar pair of glowing red eyes watching from across the street.

      Giving Raze a nod, I followed our girl into the building and up two flights of stairs to her third floor apartment. The building was quiet, save for the low hum of a television several doors down.

      I should have left her to get ready for bed in peace. I should have given her privacy and space. I should’ve gone home and stopped torturing myself.

      But as Harlow stumbled into her tidy little apartment, I followed after her.

      I didn’t want her to be alone.
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      I was still in Harlow’s apartment, watching her sleep, when I felt the tug, like a rope tied to my ribs being yanked as Harlow pulled me into her dream. It was a sensation we were all very familiar with. She didn’t pull us into her dreamscapes every night, but it happened at least a few times a week.

      Sometimes we were silent observers, others we had our roles to play.

      Tonight was a role playing kinda night, and I couldn’t stop the low whistle that escaped me when I landed on a massive canopy bed in the middle of an open terrace nestled into snow-capped mountains. Candles flickered and pulsed around us, and sheer curtains fluttered in a breeze that smelled like jasmine and pine.

      This shit was straight out of a fantasy book. I felt like I’d been dropped in Faerie.

      I stood, scanning the terrace for Harlow. The sight of her stole the air from my lungs.

      She was perched on a stone wall which lined the terrace, her head leaning against an ornate column, one leg bent, the other dangling over the side, nothing but a sheer drop and the night sky behind her. Her violet hair whipped around bare shoulders. Only a dress made of delicate black lace covered her body, contrasting exquisitely with the pale flesh beneath. Skin I could see every inch of.

      I’d never seen her in anything like it, but I would now. Every damn time I closed my eyes.

      “Fuck me, you’re beautiful,” I whispered, my words a prayer.

      The corners of her lips tugged up as her eyes slid to me, taking in every inch of my body. My almost entirely naked body.

      Damn. All her subconscious had dressed me in was a pair of black silk pants that hung dangerously low on my hips.

      “I was starting to worry you’d never come to bed.” She rose with the fluid grace of a queen, turning toward me with a smile I’d kill armies to see in real life. That sheer lace gown with its plunging neckline hugged her breasts and waist before flaring out at the hip, two slits cut up either side of the front and running dangerously high up her thigh. Her nipples pebbled in the night breeze, but Dream Harlow didn’t care.

      She was a queen—a goddess—and she owned her beauty, holding it like a weapon and a reward.

      It was silent on the terrace as she waited for a response, but I was too distracted by her to speak. Too at odds with myself as I debated whether I should let her play this out or leave.

      “I know you’re worried about war, my love, but you’re not alone.” Her hips swayed as she crossed the white stone terrace, stopping before me where she splayed a palm over my heart.

      “War?”

      Her nose wrinkled. “I know some of your advisors would have you leave me out of all this, but I thought our bond ran deeper than that.” She began to pull her hand away, hurt flashing in her silvery eyes, but I wrapped my fingers around her wrist, halting her.

      When her dreams were like this—an elaborate fabrication of her mind—it was always disorienting. If we didn’t catch on quickly enough, play along with whatever her mind was working through, we’d pull her out of the dream. And us by extension. But tonight, with her looking like that?

      I didn’t want this dream to end.

      “Sorry,” I murmured, pulling her close and wrapping my free arm around her waist. “I was letting the stress get to me. Forgive me?”

      “Always.” Harlow’s body melted into mine, her head resting on my chest as I held her.

      Fuck, I wished this was real. And to a degree it was, but mostly for me. I’d remember every damn thing that happened in this dream, but Harlow’s mind would lose hold of it as soon as she woke. I’d be nothing more than a hazy impression.

      We stood like that for several minutes, her warm, soft body in that sinful lace pressed against my bare chest and I drank it all in, committing the feeling to memory. But when Harlow’s cheek turned and she began to place soft kisses across my chest, I froze.

      “Come to bed,” she said, voice husky. She tugged at my hand, leading me back to the massive mattress with its sheer curtain panels illuminated by flickering candle light.

      Fuck me. I had to stop this.

      My mind raced as she stopped before the plush bed and turned to face me. Long fingers grasped the straps of her gown before slipping them down over her arms.

      “Harlow,” I groaned, stepping forward to stop her.

      “Yes, love?” Her eyes twinkled, mischief and confidence sparkling brighter than the stars around us. And then she tugged the dress down to her waist, baring her breasts to my hungry gaze.

      I went as still as an asp preparing to strike, all eyes of my many-headed-beast gazing out through my own as we drank in the sight of her. She was perfection itself, and the small scars from her years spent in hospitals, the pearly stretch marks that lined the sides of her breasts only added to her appeal. She was real, and beautiful, and she should have been mine.

      I couldn’t form words. Not to tell her to stop, not to tell her she was beautiful, not even to choke out a grunt of appreciation. She’d stunned me stupid, and all I could do was stare as she smirked, the expression so achingly familiar when it was aimed in my direction, and watch as she pushed the dress down her hips and let it puddle on the ground at her feet.

      “Night, you’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” I finally whispered as she slunk toward me, hips swaying seductively.

      She didn’t respond, only smiled before hooking her thumbs in the waistband of my silk pants and dropping to her knees.

      I almost came right then and there, but I also choked on a flare of panic.

      This wasn’t right. She didn’t realize this was real, didn’t realize that if she wrapped those full lips around my cock in her dream that she was actually sucking me off. And one day she’d realize what I let her do, and that—that—would shatter everything.

      “Harlow, no.” The words were as gentle as my touch as I hooked my hands under her arms and pulled her up. But even so, pain and rejection flashed in those beautiful eyes, and the confidence I’d found so sexy moments before winked out like a candle snuffed out by a harsh wind.

      “You don’t want me.” It wasn’t a question. The words were quiet, broken as they left her lips, and punctuated by a single tear rolling down her cheek.

      Night, I screwed everything up with her every time. I was thrown back to the night she’d looked at me with this same hurt, same rejection, and resolve swelled in my chest.

      I wouldn’t be the reason my girl felt unwanted. Not ever again.

      “Oh, I want you,” I said, my mouth so close to her ear that her hair fluttered from my breath. “And tonight I’m going to show you exactly how much.”

      She squeaked when I scooped her into my arms and carried her the rest of the way to the bed, then again when I dropped her down atop the silk sheets.

      “I’m going to worship your body, pretty girl. Over and over again until there’s not a shred of doubt in your mind about how I feel.” I prowled toward her on hands and knees as she crawled backward. An ornate wooden headboard stopped her from going any further, and then I was caging her in, my hands braced on either side of her head.

      Pupils blown wide with lust, pink dusting her cheeks and chest, Harlow was everything I ever dreamed she’d be and more. My eyes roamed her body, a predator surveying his prey, and I didn’t miss the scent of arousal that began to perfume the air.

      Her breasts rose and fell with each breath, her thighs open because of the knee I’d planted between them.

      Fuck, she was gorgeous.

      This night—this dream—it wouldn’t make up for my hesitation all those years ago, but I’d damn well try, anyway.

      Shifting my weight so I was supported by my left hand, I dragged the knuckles of my right with torturous slowness down her neck, the side of her breast, her waist, before skimming them along the ridge of her hip. The beasts in me preened when her breath grew ragged, her back arching involuntarily as her body sought more of my touch.

      “It’s been a long time since anyone touched you in a way you’re worthy of,” I whispered, my lips against the shell of her ear. Harlow’s eyes met mine, and the dream shifted. The world around us melted away in whorls of color and light until we were no longer in some fae fantasy but in a hazy simile of Harlow’s own room.

      Her brows furrowed, and I leaned over her to kiss them, to smooth the deep grooves there. The gesture brought the bare flesh of our chests together, and she whimpered at the contact, her eyes fluttering closed. I was no less affected.

      Having the woman I loved naked beneath me, her warmth flush against my skin was fucking everything.

      “Tell me what you want.” My fingers trailed closer to the apex of her thighs and I drank in the moan that pushed out of her lips.

      “You, I want you.”

      My cock jumped at the raw longing in those four words, and I let my fingers dip into her folds, so wet for me already, as I trailed open-mouthed kisses down her neck and collarbone.

      “You’ve always had me, Harlow.” And with those words, I plunged a single digit into her pussy, curling it against her inner walls as she let out a breathy cry. Sliding it out, I added a second finger and pushed inside her wet heat. “I’ve always been yours.”

      “Saint,” she moaned, her head thrown back, eyes closed, and full lips parted in a sigh of pleasure.

      I stilled, fingers still inside her, at the use of my name. Was some part of Harlow, the real Harlow, with me? My eyes never left her face as I began to move again, fucking her slowly with my fingers while my thumb brushed teasingly against her clit.

      “Saint, please.”

      And with that, my resolve crumbled. The many-headed beast inside me roared its need to claim her, but instead of sinking inside her like I longed to do, I kissed my way down her breasts, her stomach, her hips, her thighs. She was so fucking wet, her scent more enticing than any perfume as I spread her wide for me, fingers digging into her thighs.

      I kissed along her mound, my tongue flicking out to taste her, eliciting a whine of need and pleasure from Harlow. As I worked her with my tongue, my hands moved to her ass, kneading and digging into the soft flesh there, spurred on by each cry that spilled from her lips as her pleasure spilled onto my tongue.

      Licking and sucking, I brought this exquisite woman to the brink of climax before pulling back to feather kisses along her hips, much to her displeasure.

      “Please. Please, I need to come.”

      Her fingers tangled in my pale white hair, trying to get me where she needed me.

      “So demanding, pretty girl.”

      “I ache,” she begged.

      A wicked grin pulled at my lips as I called on my Chimera. Only a partial shift. If my girl was aching, the least I could do was bring her to climax in the most explosive way possible.

      When I dragged my tongue over her slit again, it was with the rough, long tongue of a lion.

      “Oh!”

      Her hips bucked as I lapped at her clit before sliding my tongue so deep inside her that I had to hold her down on the bed. She tasted like honey as I fucked her with my lion’s tongue, curling it inside her and lapping at her g-spot.

      I chuckled around her pussy as her hands fisted painfully in my hair, her hips bucking against my face, thighs beginning to clamp around me. Harlow was lost in pleasure as I ate her, and she rode my face, fucking herself against me, hard.

      “I’m so close,” she cried, grinding her clit against my lips.

      I thrust my tongue in and out of her tightening pussy a few more times before drawing it out. She whined, needing the pressure of something pressing inside of her, and I was happy to oblige. I plunged three fingers hard and fast into her as I swirled my tongue around her clit before sucking hard on it.

      Her pussy clenched around my fingers, back bowing off the bed, her head thrown back as she screamed her release. But even as she fluttered and pulsed around me, I didn’t relent, using the rough texture of my tongue to draw her orgasm out. Her whole body was convulsing with pleasure as I lapped up her release.

      “Too much,” she finally moaned. “It’s too much.”

      I chuckled against her. “I don’t think it’s nearly enough.” And then I flipped her onto her belly, knees on the bed, and dragged her ass in the air so I could feast on her pussy from another angle. If I couldn’t fuck my girl, couldn’t drive my cock so deep inside her that she saw stars, I would pull orgasm after orgasm from her with my mouth.

      This new angle let my tongue reach new places inside of her, and Harlow moaned, writhing on the bed. I reached out with one hand to roll her nipple between my fingers as I devoured her, and when I could feel her pussy beginning to flutter again, could feel her body tightening with another impending release, I pinched hard on it and dragged my rough tongue along her g-spot again, and again, and again until she was screaming my name, grinding against my face as I moved my hands from her breast to her clit and rubbed frantic circles along it.

      Only when she’d gone boneless, falling to the bed in a puddle of sweat and cum did I release her.

      She turned over with a moan and a significant amount of effort, her eyes glassy as she watched me use that lion’s tongue to lick every last drop of her pleasure from my chin.

      “Now do you know how wanted you are, Harlow?”

      Her back arched again, thighs clamping together as aftershocks of pleasure rolled through her from my words alone. My beasts purred and thrummed in my chest as I leaned over her, devouring her lips with mine, making her taste just how much I wanted her.

      “Mm.” She wrapped her arms around my neck and shoulders, dragging me down on top of her in the most exquisite kind of torture as my rock-hard cock nudged against her slick pussy through nothing more than a thin layer of silk. “I think you should tell me more.”

      I threw back my head, laughter reverberating through the hazy confines of Harlow’s dreamscape, then claimed her mouth again.

      Insatiable. Harlow Devlin was insatiable.
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      The screaming of my phone’s alarm clock pulled me out of the hottest damn dream I’d ever had, and I had to resist the urge to throw it against the wall.

      I wanted to go back, to be spread out beneath the man who’d invaded my dreams and made me feel like a goddess.

      “Fuck.”

      I ached from the dream, from all of the ways he’d made me come. Desire still coursed through my veins, oxygenating my blood with lust so consuming that my fingers found their way beneath the waistband of my panties without any conscious thought on my part.

      “Why can’t you be real?” I groaned as I tried to ease the achy need that rode me. It took less than five minutes to find my release, I was already so turned on.

      I couldn’t stop picturing his face as I went through the motions and got ready for work. Thoughts of the god-like man who’d shattered me in my dreams ran through my mind on an endless loop as I put on my makeup. Flashes of his fingers on my body made my skin flush hot as I dragged slacks up my legs. Thoughts of his mouth kissing and tasting me made my breathing ragged as I buttoned my shirt.

      “Just a dream, Harlow. Get your shit together.”

      But Saint… Saint had felt so real.

      The buzzing of my phone on the bathroom vanity pulled me back to reality. I tried not to sound breathless as I answered.

      “Hey, Becks.”

      “Hey, girl. I’m picking you up in ten minutes so we have time to grab a coffee before work. You better be ready.” Her car door slammed in the background. “Told Seth we’d grab him one, too.”

      “I’ll be ready,” I promised, swiping a coat of mascara over my lashes. “I could definitely use a coffee.”

      “Girl, same. See you in a few.”

      Becca ended the call, and I hurried to finish getting ready, tugging a blazer over my shirt and a pair of low heels on my feet. As I locked up my apartment, I could have sworn phantom fingers caressed my spine. Another aftershock of my dream.

      I only had to wait a few minutes on my building’s stoop before Becca’s twenty-year-old Honda pulled up at the curb. She beamed at me as I folded myself into the car, far more energized than I could hope to be after a late night and dreams that were anything but restful.

      She didn’t miss it, either.

      “You look wrecked.”

      How she didn’t combust under my death-ray stare, I didn’t know. “Gee, thanks, Becks.”

      Her melodic laugh filled the car and a pang of grief had my heart stuttering for a beat as I tried to imagine my life without her daily presence. The thing was, I couldn’t. I couldn’t imagine it, and I didn’t want to.

      “No offense, girl. I didn’t think we ended movie night that late.”

      Ignoring her teasing tone, I leaned my head back against the headrest. “I slept like shit.”

      Her brows rose. “Bad dreams?”

      I sucked in a breath. No point in lying to Becks; she’d ferret out the truth somehow and that would be even more embarrassing than admitting I’d come at least three times while I slept. Though, I didn’t need to go into that much detail.

      “I wouldn’t say bad…”

      She barked out a laugh, the car swerving ever so slightly in the lane. Gripping the door, I cut a scathing look in Becca’s direction.

      “Please try not to kill us.”

      Becks sniggered. “You’re awfully grumpy for someone who got off in her dreams.”

      “Shut up,” I groaned.

      “What?” She tried to smother her grin. “I’m jealous, really. I dreamt that aliens invaded earth and were trying to probe me. And not in the sexy way.”

      It was my turn to laugh as Becca’s face contorted into a horrified grimace.

      “They were these little jellyfish-like blobs that would wiggle into your brain through your nose. So not sexy.”

      “I guess you’re right. The things that wiggled into me last night were much more enjoyable than that.” I waggled my eyebrows at her, and we both devolved into giggles.

      “Tell me all about it,” she demanded as we pulled into the coffee shop parking lot.

      As dumb as it sounded even to me, the idea of telling my friend all the details about that dream made something in me revolt. It felt too much like leaving a date and giving a play by play of how the guy fucked.

      It felt too personal, too private.

      Which was insane, but I still shrugged, plastering an innocent expression on my face. “I don’t remember much, just that my dream guy was hot as sin and knew how to make me scream.”

      “Girl, you really need to go out on some dates, meet some guys, sample some dicks… have some real-life orgasms.”

      “Jesus, Becks, what’s with your obsession with getting me laid, lately?”

      Several sets of eyes shot in our direction as we strode into the coffee shop, a blush staining my cheeks. I hadn’t meant to say that so loudly.

      She was quiet for a moment as we stood in line. When she turned to look at me, her face had lost most of its levity. “I don’t want you to be alone when I leave.”

      Everything dimmed around us, my ears roaring.

      “Sorry, Harlow. I just… I worry about you.”

      “I’ll be fine. You don’t need to worry.”

      Becks sighed, bumping me with her hip. “I know you’ll be fine. But fine isn’t the way to live. There should be more to life than fine.”

      We stood in silence as the line crawled. She was right, and I knew it, but how could I explain to her that I’d dated enough guys to know something was broken in me? Something was always wrong with them. Or maybe it was me. How could I possibly begin to explain to my blissfully normal best friend that there was a fucked up part of my heart that belonged to a group of fictional men my brain had conjured up?

      That was not a conversation that would go well.

      So instead, I shrugged and promised her I’d put myself out there. I’d give love a chance, allow myself to be vulnerable. I wouldn’t give her a reason to feel guilty for moving home and doing what was best for herself.

      “So when is Pike going to start having you work with his PR guy?”

      I watched an endless stream of men in suits parade past the coffee shop window while we waited for the barista to finish making our drinks, espresso machines hissing and sputtering like a gang of feral cats.

      “I don’t know. I think this week? We didn’t really get to discuss it at that dinner like I thought we would.”

      “At least you got to meet Senator Sheridan.”

      I nodded. “Yeah. She was pretty badass. Maybe if things don’t work out with Pike, she might hire me.”

      “Coffee for Harley,” the cute barista called, setting my latte on the counter while Becks giggled.

      “Every fucking time,” I groused. “How hard is it to read? Harlow. There’s an o and a w at the end of it. There’s no e or y anywhere in my name. Seriously.”

      Becks barked out a laugh, thanking the barista as he placed her latte and Seth’s drip coffee on the bar. “It never gets old.”

      I rolled my eyes. “To you maybe. It’s been old to me.”

      “Maybe it’s just his way of trying to get your attention.” She bumped her hip into mine as we left the coffee shop.

      “He looks like he’s nineteen, Becks.”

      My best friend shrugged, her eyes sparkling. “Just means he’d have great stamina.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

      She paused on the sidewalk, a wicked grin curling her lips. “In fact…”

      My mouth hung open as she turned suddenly, hurrying back into the shop, confused by her about-face. Until I watched her make a bee-line to the barista, that evil grin still plastered across her features.

      “Oh, no.”

      After a few moments of animated conversation, he looked my way, eyes roaming my form appraisingly.

      She didn’t.

      Grabbing an empty cup, he scrawled something on the side of it before handing it to Becks with a glance in my direction and a flick of his pierced tongue over his lips.

      This bitch.

      She swaggered out of the shop with the self-satisfied presence of a mediocre white guy who’d finally managed to figure out what a clit looked like.

      “Please tell me you did not just do what I think you did?”

      Becks waved the cup with the barista’s name and number scrawled in barely-legible chicken scratch in the air like it was a winning lottery ticket and not the reason I’d never be able to step foot in my favorite coffee shop, ever again.

      “He said he’d make up for calling you the wrong name any night you want.” Her brows waggled suggestively. “Oh, and did you see his pierced tongue?”

      I groaned while she fanned herself.

      “Bet he knows how to use that thing. Even if he is practically a baby.”

      “Oh my God. I can never come here again.” I crawled into Becca’s car, slamming the door over the sound of her hysterical laughter then tried to melt into the worn upholstered seat. “Who hurt you?”

      That just set her off more, her laughter the soundtrack of our morning commute.
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        * * *

      

      “Harlow.” Pike stopped by my desk after lunch, causing all of the interns to stare with wide-eyed wonder. They were so cute and idealistic.

      “I’ve got an event I’d like to run by you, see if you think there’s a way we could best leverage it before the election.”

      “Oh, sure. Of course.”

      “I’ve got the information in my office.”

      With a glance at Becks, I followed the senator into his office. There were papers and charts spread across his desk, colorful projections and pie charts that illustrated exactly which counties he’d have to win over to his side in order to swing the votes he’d need to clinch the election.

      “I’ve been working with some of my… wealthier contacts like Alexander, whom you met the other night.” Pike barely suppressed the grimace that washed over his face as he no doubt recalled the brutal animal attack the man had survived. “And we’ve created a foundation to benefit the people of Franklin. We may have fixed their water problem, but there have been so many people who lost jobs when corporations left the town, health issues from the contamination, birth defects—the people there are still hurting. So I’ve been spearheading some recovery programs.” He rifled through a stack of papers, looking for something specific. When he found it, he handed it to me, eyes watching my reaction carefully.

      I skimmed the information outlined in front of me. There were huge amounts allotted for everything from debt forgiveness, to health care benefits that wouldn’t cost the residents of Franklin a penny, trusts set up for the unfortunate parents whose babies had been born with severe health issues due to drinking poisoned water, and even scholarships for every single kid currently living in the town. It was a massive sum of money, and it was clear Pike had been working on all of it well before his date went viral in the worst kind of way.

      I couldn’t help it, I was incredibly impressed.

      “Wow, Nathan, this is…” His eyes studied me while I tried to compose my thoughts. “This is amazing.”

      A blinding smile bloomed across his face, more genuine than the ones he ever gave to the media. For all his faults and questionable proclivities, this seemed like a project near and dear to his heart. “You really think so?”

      “Yes! It looks like you’ve thought of everything. I’m really impressed. You’re going to change a lot of lives with this.”

      Pike clapped his hands. “That’s the goal, Harlow. This kind of stuff is what made me go into politics in the first place. Believe it or not, I was once a bright-eyed idealistic dreamer.”

      “It’s hard to hold on to that idealism sometimes, isn’t it?” I sighed, letting my eyes go back to the numbers and proposal. It really was incredible, all of the things he had planned.

      “It can be. This isn’t a town that lets you hold onto your innocence for long.” He sounded almost remorseful, and I lifted my head to meet his eyes.

      He sucked in a breath. “And along those lines, now that you know what I’m planning, I’d like to pick your brain and see if we can come up with a plan that will let us use this philanthropy to get me more votes.”

      I laughed, and his sheepish expression morphed into a grin. “Yeah, we can definitely do that. Shouldn’t be hard with all of this. You’ve done all the heavy lifting already.”

      When he was like this, I could almost forget that he was the same man caught with his hand up the skirt of a nineteen-year-old. Could almost excuse him having dinner with predatory billionaires who believed the world owed them something simply for existing and having more money than God.

      This was the man I’d come to work for.

      “The best way we could get the word out about this is by having it leaked by a sympathetic source. Is there anyone you could have an off the record conversation with that may not be able to sit on a story like this? Because then when you’re swarmed by reporters looking for a comment, you can say you’re upset the information was leaked. That you wanted it to be something quiet, something outside of the spotlight so the people of Franklin could have the space to start piecing their lives back together without the media hovering.”

      Pike’s brows rose, as did the corners of his mouth, another smile causing his eyes to crinkle. “Harlow Devlin, that is positively genius. And may I say, I’m impressed that you’d come up with something so devious yet innocent at the same time.”

      Heat rose in my cheeks. “I wouldn’t say it’s devious.”

      Pike laughed, his hand coming to rest on mine. “Oh, no, I didn’t mean that as an insult, Harlow. That was a compliment of the highest order. The only way to get things done around here is if you make people believe they’re getting one over on someone else. Sad, but true.”

      He patted my hand a couple of times, making my stomach tense, before withdrawing his. “I think I have just the reporter in mind. She’s too hungry to sit on a story like this, and it’s the kind of human-interest piece she goes nuts over.”

      He mulled it all over for a moment, his eyes taking on a faraway quality as he stared off into space. “We’ll have to have a news conference after it all comes out, of course. I’ll have my speech writers start kicking some ideas around.” His gaze sharpened and swung to me. “I’d like you by my side for it.”

      Surprise welled up in me. “What about Joe? Shouldn’t you have your actual PR guy with you?”

      Pike arched one brow. “Did Joe come up with this idea or did you?”

      I fiddled with the hem of my blazer, uncomfortable under the senator’s scrutiny.

      “No, this is all you, Harlow. I’d start picking out your outfit now.” He gave me a grin before rising from his desk, excusing me. “If you don’t have anything that will work, just let me know. I’ll send you shopping with my card.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” I assured him, deeply uncomfortable with the idea of being beholden to him for something like that, again.

      “All the same, the offer stands.”

      “Thank you, Nathan.” I crossed the room, my hand on the doorknob when he spoke again, though it was more to himself than me.

      “I have a feeling this is the start of a beautiful partnership.” Then to me. “My door is always open to you, Harlow. Especially if you happen to have any more ideas like this.”

      I gave him the most confident smile I could muster before pushing out the door, simultaneously proud of myself for impressing my boss, and somewhat horrified that it had been so easy to come up with such an underhanded, manipulative idea.
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      Unrest was brewing at home.

      I sat, still and silent in the shadowed corner of the pub in Reformation, cloaking myself in darkness and void so no one even bothered to look my way. I’d been here the better part of the day, parked at this sticky table, a flat ale languishing in my hand.

      The alcohol wasn’t why I was here.

      No, this afternoon I was here for information.

      There had been grumblings of unhappiness in the Realm for as long as I could remember. No society was without its flaws, and our kingdom was no different. But in the past decade those grumblings had grown louder and more incessant than they’d been in millennia.

      A small, but increasingly vocal group had been sowing discord everywhere they went, creating doubt about Death and his rule, spreading rumors that called his fairness and intentions into question. Unrest was bad news for any civilization, but for one that oversaw the souls of humanity?

      That couldn’t be allowed to continue.

      My brothers and I had been distracted these past years, and while I couldn’t regret the reason, we could no longer deny our responsibility to set the Realm to rights.

      “The workload never ends,” a short man with leathery skin and curved horns atop his head grumbled. “Souls these days don’t reform. I’m seeing the same set back in my sector every eighty or so years on a loop. Maybe five percent of them actually grow enough to move on. But still they’re allowed to re-cycle.”

      “I asked for reassignment a decade ago,” the woman to his left said with a deep sigh. “I’m getting too old to torture. But the damned Peacekeepers in Rest would need to give up their cushy jobs and rotate out with us to make that happen, and they won’t.” She ran a claw-tipped hand through her stringy kelp-like hair, her double eyelids closing as she tried to keep her composure. “Death needs to step in, force the issue. It’s not right that they don’t have to do a rotation in Reformation.

      It was a complaint I’d heard again and again, and I made a mental note to speak with Death about it. They weren’t wrong about the Guardians living a pampered life, and I didn’t blame them for wanting a break from the pits.

      This group had been sitting at the same table shooting the shit for over an hour. Most of their talk was benign enough, but the more alcohol they consumed, the louder their complaints grew. And unrest is like a virus. It takes so little to infect those around you.

      The massive man at the end of the table lifted his milky eyes, his pallid skin pulled tight in a sour look as he opened his mouth to speak, forked tongue flicking out to taste the air. “Maybe it’s time for Death to step down. Let someone else take the helm. He couldn’t even control his own daughter, how can we expect him to rule the Realm?”

      A deadly stillness washed over me. I’d listened to a hell of a lot of bullshit today and been able to let it roll off my back, filing it away to discuss with my brothers later in the night. But that? That bullshit about Death and his daughter?

      That was a foot too far over the line.

      The impenetrable black of my chaos broke open as I stood. Where before, it had been a steady thrum of power blanketing me from the room, it now grew agitated. Life and death swirled around me—galaxies and possibility, light and darkness, salvation and damnation—always at war within me. The depth of my power would have splintered a man or woman with less control than I had worked so hard to possess, but that control threatened to snap when that geist denigrated the princess.

      Every eye swung to me the moment I revealed myself, the patrons at the edges of the pub pressing themselves into the wall in the hopes it would absorb them. None wanted to be on the receiving end of my wrath.

      “Horseman,” the geist choked out, eyes wide. The stench of fear rolled off him in cloying waves.

      If Adriel were here, he’d drink in that terror, but me? I just sneered at the male. “Do you have something you’d like to say about the princess?”

      His companions backed away from the man, their gaze volleying between me and their pallid friend.

      “N-no,” he stammered, the scent of piss making my nose wrinkle.

      “Funny, because I could have sworn you said something about her needing to be controlled.” The words leapt from my lips with a growl that contained the yawning darkness of a black hole.

      His eyes grew impossibly wide as I shoved chairs aside to get to him. The pub was silent as a human grave.

      “It was just talk, Horseman. Just stupid, drunken talk.” He rose, stumbling backward to escape the wrath growing inside of me.

      Wrath I was tempted to loose.

      “You obviously know who I am,” I drawled as I grabbed the simpering male by the neck. “So what makes you think I’d even tolerate stupid, drunken talk about the princess?”

      “I’m s-sorry,” he whimpered.

      I leaned in close enough so that only he could hear what I whispered. “Not yet, you’re not.”

      Wrenching my gaze from the wretched man, I turned to the rest of the pub. My eyes sought out every last man and woman gathered, lingering longer on those who’d been sowing discontent. There was a time and a place for such complaints, but there were also lines you did not cross. Perhaps it was time for a reminder.

      “If you’re unhappy,” I began, my voice low and steady. They’d hear every word, though. They’d reverberate through their very bones. “You know where to find Death. He’s not an unfair ruler, just one trying to do right by a realm full of people who all want different things. If you have concerns, he will want to hear them. If you have suggestions as to how life in the Realm could be improved, I happen to know he’d listen and give your ideas careful consideration.”

      I let my eyes wander the crowd again, pausing long enough to let them hear the truth of my words. “But the one thing my brothers and I will not tolerate, nor will Death, is a single subject in this land speaking ill of the princess. She is not a wayward child, she is not a wild horse in need of breaking. She is the heir to this realm, and she has given up everything for all of you, for the human souls we shepherd. She is owed this one consideration, and I will not stand to hear her name smeared in pubs full of drunks, or anywhere else for that matter.”

      Silence, thick as fog, met my words.

      “Is that understood?”

      No one spoke. No one so much as twitched.

      I let a sliver of my power bleed into my voice, which boomed throughout the tavern like a mighty clap of thunder. “Is that understood?”

      A terrified chorus of agreements filled the wood-paneled walls of the pub.

      My gaze swung again to the male whose throat I held. “Well? Have I made myself clear?”

      All eyes were on the geist, their expressions ranging from pitying to resentful that he’d drawn the attention and ire of Chaos down on them.

      I felt him stiffen, watched his chest puff up. I’d humiliated him, spanked him in front of his friends and peers, and I watched his expression change the moment he decided his fate.

      “Horseman,” he spat, straining in my grip. “Seems to me you’re nothing more than a lapdog for that entitled bitch!”

      The crack of his spine snapping echoed throughout the pub in the deathly silence inspired by those damning words.

      I met every last eye in the room before releasing his deformed and broken neck from my grip, letting the ignorant asshole crumple to the floor in an undignified heap as his body released what was left in his bowels and bladder.

      There was no honor in his death, and each patron of that pub saw the promise that they’d meet a similar fate if they took up his ill-advised rant.

      Turning to go, I piled a fist-full of gold on the bar for the owner of the pub. “I’ll have a cleanup crew here within the hour. I apologize for disrupting your business.”

      The harpy had the good sense to simply nod her head in acceptance. And with that, I strode from the building, chaos whipping around me like a hurricane.

      And I was the eye.
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        * * *

      

      “Had some fun without me, today, I hear.”

      I rolled my eyes as Raze caught up to me an hour later in the street, his hands in his pockets as though he didn’t have a care in the world. But I knew better. He told us all about Saint going home with Harlow. And if he’d already heard what went down at the pub, well, it was no wonder his eyes were lit up like a beacon.

      He had to be ready to snap some necks himself.

      The people of Reformation gave us a wide berth as we strode down the middle of the stone street in the center of town. Vendors and their carts lined the road, each shouting to be heard, advertising everything from woolen socks to fertility treatments.

      We stopped in front of a food cart owned by a local woman who took in all the strays in the area. Every motherless child, every childless elder who could no longer care for themselves. My brothers and I always made a point to spend our money at her stall.

      “Afternoon, boys,” she drawled. If she’d heard the talk about what went down at the pub, she wasn’t bothered. “Been a while since I’ve seen you here. Where are the other two?”

      “Oh, you know Adriel, he’s probably off lecturing someone, and Saint’s no doubt lurking somewhere nearby.” Raze gave her a cheeky wink, earning a chuckle.

      “Well, I’ll send you home with extras of whatever you order. You make sure they eat, ok?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Raze bowed slightly.

      “Enough of that, you charmer. What can I get you today?”

      I scanned the cart, but after everything, I wasn’t particularly hungry. “What’s good, Miriam?”

      Her shrewd eyes considered me. “The stew’s fresh and hearty. It’ll soothe ragged nerves.”

      So she had heard.

      “Stew sounds wonderful,” I replied, withdrawing a pouch of gold and placing it before her. It was everything I had on me.

      Her eyes widened at the sound of so many coins clinking together and they lifted to meet my gaze. “I can’t take that much, Shade. It’s far more than this is worth.”

      “Heard you found yourself a few more strays this month,” I replied with a shrug. “You need it more than I do.”

      Her citrine eyes watered as she stood there, staring at me. “You’re a good man, Shade.”

      I wasn’t sure that was the entire truth, but I appreciated that she cared enough to try to convince me. I could be a good man, but that wasn’t the whole of it. Chaos was never just one thing. Never all good or all evil. Never all light or all darkness. Chaos was everything and nothing.

      I simply nodded, giving her a grateful smile.

      “Let me get that ready for you boys. Give me just a moment.”

      Raze and I ignored the curious glances being thrown in our direction, ignored the whispers that followed us wherever we went in the Shadow Realm. It was one of the reasons we’d been spending so much time in the human realm with Harlow. There we were nothing. We were no-one.

      It was glorious.

      “We need to talk tonight,” Raze murmured, his eyes scanning the streets, his tone contradicting the fluid nonchalance of his stance.

      “Indeed.” We had to figure out what the hell we were going to do about the unrest festering in the Realm, and how we were going to present all of it to Death. I had no doubt he knew the bulk of it—he had eyes and ears everywhere, after all—but few could warp the very fabric of the Realm in the ways my brothers and I could, which made us uniquely suited to gather information without leaving a trace.

      Except for those rare occasions when we left bodies in our wake.

      Not to mention that I wasn’t stupid enough to believe that nothing had happened between Saint and Harlow. Even if Raze hadn’t been so worked up, Saint didn’t come home last night, and he sure as hell wasn’t warming anyone’s bed here. No one but her had ever caught his eye. No one had ever caught any of our eyes but her. No, there was only one place our brother could have been.

      “Adriel will be waiting for us at home. Saint should be, too. It’s time we made some changes, I think. Things can’t keep going on the way they have been.”

      Whispered conversation and stolen glances had me surveying everyone on the street. My demonstration today had sent a clear message, and I wasn’t foolish enough to believe there’d be no blow-back.

      “We’ll be ready for whatever comes,” I agreed, giving Miriam as genuine a smile as I could muster when she handed me a bag stuffed full of containers filled with fragrant food.

      I had a sinking suspicion that what was to come was more than a little trouble, and a whole lot of chaos.

      Luckily for us, chaos already flowed through my veins.
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      I read and re-read the report half a dozen times, and still couldn’t believe it.

      In all my years, the only things that had crossed over from the Shadow Realm into the human one were high ranking enforcers and guardians. And those were always sanctioned by Death. So to have two dozen reports of feral Shadow creatures attacking innocent humans in the dead of night—mostly homeless vagrants, as they were easy prey in the darkness—made my stomach churn.

      Something was at play here that I didn’t quite understand, yet. But I would, because if the deadly creatures from the wastes of the outer rings were making their way into the human realm, Harlow could be at risk.

      The slamming of the front door told me Saint had finally decided to come home. He’d spent the night with Harlow, and he’d damn well better have a good explanation for why I could smell sex on him all the way from the other room.

      Flesh turned to bone as I struggled to keep from crumpling the reports, the leash I normally kept on my power shortening with every passing day.

      The thing was, when push came to shove, I trusted all of my brothers with my life, and Harlow’s. I knew how things had gone down between her and Saint all those years ago, and I also knew he was hopelessly in love with her. He wouldn’t hurt her, but he might take things too far if his control slipped the way mine had been prone to do, lately.

      “Where’ve you been?” I called, breathing deeply to try to calm myself. Slowly, flesh knit over wicked bone, and my hand became human looking once again.

      White hair poked through the doorway, followed by golden eyes that held more of a twinkle than they had in decades. “Give me a break. Not like you don’t know. Quit doing the whole dad routine, Adriel. You’re like a month older than me.”

      “Did you fuck her?” The words were gunshots as they careened out of my mouth, and Saint reared back. But I was teetering too close to the edge of my control now. “Did you fuck us?”

      “Jealousy’s not a great look on you, brother.” Saint met my accusations with a growl, but otherwise didn’t take the bait. Flopping down into the armchair in the corner of the study, he watched me in silence for a moment. “I watched over her last night. She needed someone to be there for her. I sure as hell didn’t plan on having her tug me into her high-fantasy sex dream.” His eyes glazed over as if he were reliving the moment. “To answer your first question—sort of. To answer your second—no.”

      My eyebrow rose. “Sort of? How do you sort of fuck our girl?”

      The smile that overtook his face had my form shifting again. Self-satisfied ass.

      “I was going to deny her. But she said some shit when she was hanging out at the graveyard that made me reconsider. I mean, you know me, A. You know my cautiousness was what screwed this all up years ago, so quit acting like I rutted our girl against her will or some shit like that.” His lips melted into a snarl at the thought, and I was hit with a pang of regret.

      I was tense, wound tighter than a spring coil, and taking it out on the most accessible people in my life. Who also happened to be the most important people in my life, outside of Harlow.

      “Sorry. I shouldn’t have—“

      “But when I started to deny her, she got this look on her face… I couldn’t reject her. Not again. So I kept my dick in my pants and fucked her with my mouth.” The snarl tilted up into a grin. “A couple of times.”

      The smug asshole ran a hand along his chin a few times, like he could still feel her slick on his face.

      I would not punch my brother.

      “But all of this was in a dream, right? You didn’t show yourself to her when she was awake?”

      Saint rolled his eyes. “How reckless do you think I am?”

      We were all growing increasingly reckless.

      I ran a bony hand through my hair, making Saint snigger.

      “Next time she pulls you into her dream alone you should work off some of that tension meditating at the altar of Harlow. You look like you’re about to combust, and not in a good way.”

      “Gee, thanks.” But my death-glare held a lot less impact than it would have if I wasn’t still stuck in a partial shift.

      Mercifully, the sound of the front door opening saved me from having to discuss my lack of control further.

      “Honey, I’m home!” Raze’s voice called.

      The scent of food followed him in, along with the presence of Shade. By the feel of things, he was having as rough a go of keeping his power leashed as I was. Chaos leaked from him.

      “Get your asses down here for dinner!” Leave it to Raze to demand a family dinner in the midst of a brewing shit-storm. But it had been a while since the four of us sat down around the table, and we had things to discuss. Might as well talk over food.

      I followed Saint out of the study and into the dining room where Shade was setting down place settings and silverware while Raze emerged from the kitchen with stew and crusty bread. His red eyes swung toward Saint as we walked in, nostrils flaring, but he didn’t say a word.

      He’d been outside her apartment last night, so he knew where our brother had been, but we were all surprised that he’d taken things as far as he had. Even Shade eyed Saint curiously.

      “I ate her pussy in her dream,” Saint said to everyone and no one in particular. “Don’t give a fuck what any of you have to say about it.” He filled a bowl with stew, grabbed a hunk of bread, then sat unceremoniously without a look in any of our directions.

      Raze and Shade exchanged a loaded glance, but they took it much better than I had, and didn’t press Saint for details. Instead, Raze’s eyes glittered with feral delight, his mouth curving in a wolfish grin.

      “Shade snapped someone’s neck in Reformation today for insulting the princess.”

      Saint let out a low whistle.

      My eyes snapped to Shade. “What happened?”

      “The unrest is growing,” he replied. “I think it’s time we have a meeting with Death. We’ve been hands off for too long, and things here have begun to unravel.”

      I nodded, chewing a mouthful of bread. “That’s not the only thing we need to discuss with him.”

      Three sets of eyes fixed on me.

      “Creatures from the wastes have been making it into the mortal realm.” Silence met my words. “They’re killing humans.”

      All that easy nonchalance bled from Raze’s posture in an instant.

      “There’s something much larger at play here than simple discontent. And if we don’t figure it out soon, I worry Harlow’s going to be the one who pays the price for it.”

      “That will not be allowed to happen,” Shade said, his voice taking on that otherworldly reverb that came from his power being loosed.

      We were all walking the razor’s edge, at this point.

      “Of course not.” My gaze flickered to the massive gilded mirror mounted on the stark white wall of the dining room that let us watch over Harlow from afar. She was watching a movie in a tank top and her panties, a bowl of popcorn in her lap. Blissfully unaware of the storm brewing in the Shadow Realm. Completely ignorant that any of it even existed.

      “We’re going to have to keep a closer watch on her, though. If beasts are slipping through the veil, we can’t continue to just watch her from the Realm. We’ll need a rotation. At least one of us with her at all times.”

      It was everything we’d been trying to avoid—getting too involved in her mortal life, being too present—but desperate times, and all that.

      “I call night shift,” Raze quipped, slipping his carefree mask back on as if we didn’t all see it crack moments ago. “Saint’s already had his time with Lo. My turn to make her scream.”

      “Raze,” Shade growled, voice still steeped in power.

      “Kidding, mate, kidding.”

      I raised a brow. “Sure you were.”

      “But in all seriousness, how are we going to figure out who’s letting the beasts through the veil? Because we all know they’re not breaking through on their own.” Raze’s red eyes scanned each of us in turn.

      Shade rubbed at the back of his neck. “I’ll get my network on it. I doubt whoever’s letting them through is going to brag about it anywhere they’ll hear about it, but it’s worth a shot. I’ll tell them to keep an ear to the ground about any opposition groups. My guess is that whoever’s letting them out is involved in the unrest.”

      I nodded. “Agreed. And they’ll have to have at least a pair of Gate Guardians on their side to keep the veil open while they move the beasts.”

      “What are the chances we’re only looking for a few disgruntled people?” Saint asked.

      “Slim to none, I’d say.” My gaze swung to Harlow, her eyes growing heavy as she wrapped a blanket around her legs while the movie wore on. “I’ll schedule a meeting with Death for tomorrow. We need to know what he knows, or we’ll never be able to protect the princess.”

      “You really think someone would be stupid enough to go after her? With the Horsemen on her side?” Raze used the nickname we’d been given in jest, but if anyone threatened her, if we had to unleash the full might of our collective powers? It could very well bring an end to all of the worlds.

      “It would be the most effective way to hit Death where it hurts,” I answered.

      “Then we find whoever’s behind this and rip their soul from their body.” Shade was vibrating with power. “And we show the Realm what happens if you threaten Death and his heir.”

      A feral growl slipped through Raze’s clenched teeth. “And exactly how merciless the Four Horsemen can be.”
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      “There she is!” Pike’s booming voice greeted me as I strolled into headquarters, coffee in hand, the next day. Every eye in the room swung to me, and I had to fight off my body’s flight reaction.

      I was about to turn twenty-seven, and still, this many curious gazes turned on me made my cheeks flame. I wasn’t made for the spotlight.

      Pike crossed the room with energetic strides. “Your plan worked perfectly. The story should drop today or tomorrow if my suspicions are correct. I’ve got my speech all ready to go, we’ve got a game plan for the press conference… I feel good about this, Harlow, really good.”

      His smile was infectious, more genuine than it had been of late, and soon I was grinning widely, too.

      “If this puts me over the edge on votes, I’m sending you on a tropical vacation with whoever you want. On me.”

      I sputtered out something nonsensical. What was I supposed to say to that? So instead, I pretended he hadn’t said it at all. “My team’s all ready with a whole social strategy, so as soon as the story hits, we’ll be ready to work it to our advantage. You’re down a bit in the polls after… well, after the other week, but you’re still above your competition by a few percentage points. Hopefully this pushes you well over the edge.”

      “Beauty, brains, and optimism! I love it.”

      Seth and Becks both shot me looks. Seth’s was all raised brows and concern, but Becks was beaming. If she were leaving, there was nothing that would help her feel less like she was abandoning me than if I was riding the high of some epic career victories. But also, we just loved to cheer each other on. It’s what best bitches do.

      “Right! Well, back to work, all of you! This election won’t win itself!”

      With a quick squeeze of my arm, Pike strode out of the pit and into his office. It took a minute or two before everyone calmed down and stopped staring at me, but I busied myself with getting my desk set up for the day so I could pretend I hadn’t noticed.

      “Well, it sure as hell sounds like you’re getting that promotion, Harlow.” Becks hip-checked me playfully before lowering her voice to conspiratorial levels. “And if you can make Pike look good after cradle-gate, you’ll basically be assuring yourself a career in this town for as long as you want.”

      I snorted. “Cradle-gate?”

      Seth smirked, leaning against my desk with his arms crossed over his chest. “You haven’t heard that? It’s how the internet has started to refer to Pike’s dating revelations.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Well, let’s hope he’s more discreet about his dates the next time.”

      “Why would he be, when he has you to make him look good afterward?” Becks teased.

      “Ugh. No. Do not curse me like that, woman.” I had no desire to repeat the week from hell. Social media was a dumpster fire at the best of times, and a senator going on dates with a woman barely half his age? Not the best of times.

      But I had to admit, Pike’s current enthusiasm had rubbed off on me. Despite Becca’s bombshell, I was feeling optimistic about my future for the first time in a long time. And that called for some light celebration.

      “You guys want to go out and get lunch somewhere fancy today?”

      Becks and Seth shared a skeptical look.

      “My treat! I feel like we’ve been working so hard, we deserve to have a nice afternoon break somewhere posh.”

      Seth quirked a brow. “Doesn’t hurt that you can practically taste that big old raise, though, does it?”

      A laugh bubbled out of me, and I didn’t even try to hold it back. I could taste that raise and everything it would mean to me and my parents, and damn, did it leave a sweet flavor on my tongue.

      “Maybe…”

      He grinned. “Then hell yeah, let’s do it.”

      I clapped my hands, enjoying the moment. This uncomplicated, happy moment: the kind that felt so rare.

      “Sweet! Let’s get this campaign ready to post and set ourselves up for the day, then. I want to be in good enough shape to allow myself a couple glasses of wine.”

      “That’s my girl,” Becks teased before heading back to her desk.

      “Good work, Harlow,” Seth said, pushing off my desk. “Really good work.”
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        * * *

      

      Nothing could kill my happy buzz as we settled in at a cute little bistro that would look more at home on a street in Paris than here in DC, not even the dark clouds that threatened rain. Gray skies and frizzy hair?

      Who cared?

      The three of us settled in with wine and appetizers, enjoying each other’s company and allowing ourselves to get lost in the moment. Seth still threw little longing glances my way, but thankfully he’d chilled out a bit, and I hoped we could manage to maintain a friendship. I had so few.

      On a day like today, it felt possible, and that was enough.

      “You’re really moving back to Nebraska, then?” Becks had confided her plans to Seth on the way over, and he couldn’t seem to wrap his head around why she’d trade the hustle, bustle, and drama of the capital for the flat plains of Nebraska and a bunch of corn.

      Becks rolled her eyes at him for the fifth time. “I really am. I know it sounds crazy, but my parents are getting older and my baby box is starting to fall apart. I can feel it. Time to meet a nice guy and settle down.”

      I managed to hide the flinch her words incited. Would a nice guy even ever want to settle down with me? I couldn’t have kids, couldn’t promise him a life full of good health… Sure, everyone’s life is full of unknowns, but I’d been dealt some cards that tended to make grown men run in the opposite direction.

      The worst part was, I couldn’t really blame them.

      Life with me was a risk. Maybe it would be blissfully healthy and easy, though childless, or maybe I’d leave any poor sap that chose to marry me a young widower with mountains of medical debt if my cancer ever came back.

      But today was a good day—it was my day—and I gave all thoughts of my infertility and loneliness a hard shove to the murky corners of my mind, focusing instead on my friends.

      Becks noticed my glazed expression, of course, but I quickly jumped back into the conversation like it was nothing more than a temporary glitch in the Matrix, and soon she seemed to have forgotten. I wasn’t sure I wanted to tell her about my broken baby box. Especially not if she were leaving.

      Seth shook his head. “Sometimes I wish my parents lived farther away than they do. My mom keeps trying to set me up on the most awkward blind dates.” His eyes flickered to me for a millisecond. “She’s starting to beg me for grand-babies.”

      I watched him pretend to shudder in horror but saw right through it. He wanted that American Dream as much as Becks did. The wife, nice house, the two kids, and a fenced-in-yard where their golden-doodle could run circles in all its neurotic glory.

      Why couldn’t they drop this line of conversation?

      “How about you, Harlow? Your parents bugging you about marriage and kids yet?”

      I shrugged, keeping my eyes on my glass of water and the fascinating beads of sweat that streaked the side. “Yeah, but I don’t think I’m going to have kids, so they’re going to be disappointed.”

      Seth looked surprised. As though the idea of any woman not wanting to have kids was utterly absurd. Bullshit, I tell you. Even if maybe a small part of me did want them.

      “Really? You’d be such a great mom.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “You don’t know me very well, Seth. I have violet hair, a massive skull tattoo on my ribcage, and I like to sit in old graveyards while I read my smutty paranormal romance books.”

      His brows rose.

      “Not sure I’m what you’d call maternal.”

      Becca watched me, knowing there was more to the story, but wisely kept her mouth shut. I wouldn’t talk about what the doctor had said in front of Seth. Or anyone, really. That was a level of vulnerability I wasn’t interested in fostering.

      “So you’d be a badass mom. Nothing wrong with that.”

      “Oh my God, speaking of babies, I wonder if Pike has taken his little date out again?”

      I gave my friend an appreciative look as she steered the conversation as far from my future plans as she could. She may not have known the full story, but she knew me well enough to see that something was bothering me.

      Not for the first, or even hundredth time, I found myself longing for four figments of my imagination. My dreams with them were the only time I didn’t mind being vulnerable. Which was a sad statement about me as a person, but whatever.

      “Another glass of wine, miss?” Our waiter, a pretty guy with golden hair and crystalline eyes asked me with a grin. He had the look of someone who came from money, someone who knew how to play the game. He probably only took this job so he could ingratiate himself with the politicians who loved to come here for lunch meetings.

      “Actually, yes, I’d love that.”

      “Coming right up.” He sauntered away from the table without even asking Becca and Seth if they’d like more, though to be fair, they were deep in a debate about whether Pike’s date still had to wear a retainer or not.

      When he returned a minute later, he slipped a napkin under the base of my wine glass with a wink before sauntering away.

      Seth had noticed, their conversation coming to a halt.

      “Did that guy slip you his number?” He reached for the napkin, releasing an undignified snort once he had the offending thing in his hand. “He totally did.”

      My eyes tracked the ballsy waiter, and I gave a sharp burst of a laugh of my own when they turned to take in what he’d written.

      If you ever want to spend a weekend of debauchery in the Hamptons, give me a call. I think we’d have a great time.—Jake

      “Well. Ten points for uniqueness, I guess?”

      Becks grabbed the slip of soft paper from Seth’s hand. “If you’re not going to take him up on it, I might.”

      It took several minutes for me to stop laughing.

      The rest of lunch was more what I hoped it would be—jokes, sarcasm, and avoidance of anything serious as if it were the plague. I eventually forgot about our conversation about settling down, forgot about the fact that Becks wasn’t going to be around for much longer, hell, I even forgot about Jake’s proposition. Until he winked at me from across the room while running his tongue over his front teeth.

      Gross.

      When it finally came time to pay and head back to campaign headquarters, I was pleasantly buzzed and feeling good about life. Seth and Becks were bickering about who the best boy band had been in the late nineties while I trailed behind them as we made our way out the door and into the gloomy afternoon.

      I was fishing in my purse for my phone when a hard body clipped my shoulder and a large foot stomped on my toes.  

      “Oh, sorry! God, I’m such a klutz.” Electric blue eyes met mine, and a sense of déjà vu washed over me. “Did I hurt you?” 

      It took me a second to clear my head, Seth and Becca now watching us. “No, no I’m fine. Don’t worry.” I shifted on my feet, trying to hide my wince. These heels weren’t exactly steel toed boots, and he’d come down hard on my foot. 

      Noticing the movement, the man slid his gaze down to my scuffed pump, then back up to meet my eyes. He ran a hand through his styled auburn hair, making the strands separate and stick out at odd angles. “I didn’t break your toe?”

      A giggle bubbled out of me. He looked so mortified. His square jaw ticked as he worried at full lips, and it finally registered how beautiful he was. A god of a man, really. All hard lines and sharp angles.

      “Nope. My toes made it out in one piece.”

      He winced, oblivious to my friends who were watching all of this play out with very different emotions. Becca with utter glee, Seth with grim irritation.

      “I think I ruined your shoes, though.” The blue-eyed man dug in his back pocket and pulled out a business card. “Here, I’d like to replace those for you.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” I protested. It was a sweet thought but completely unnecessary.

      “I insist. I’m Beau, by the way.” His lips stretched into a wide smile that showed off perfectly white, perfectly straight teeth.

      I fidgeted with the hem of my shirt before taking the card from him. “Harlow.”

      “Well, it was nice to run into you, Harlow. Though I’m sorry about the shoes. But if you won’t let me replace them, maybe you’ll let me take you to dinner some time. As a peace offering.” He winked at me like some Harlequin romance character.

      I quirked a brow. “Are we at war over the shoes? I didn’t receive a formal declaration.”

      A warm, honeyed laugh tumbled from his lips, and heat flared in my belly.

      Damn, he was gorgeous.

      “I hope not. Though it would be just my luck that I’d make an enemy of the most beautiful woman I’ve ever run into. Literally.” Beau laughed at his own dad-joke, and I couldn’t help joining in. How long had it been since I’d flirted with anyone so effortlessly?

      Spurred on by Becca’s glowing smile, I made an impulsive decision and pulled a card of my own out of my purse. Seth glowered as I offered it to Beau.

      “Here, as a show of good faith,” I teased.

      Beau’s otherworldly eyes swept over me, a smile tugging at his lips and brightening his already handsome face. “Man, I’m glad I bumped into a beautiful stranger and not some burly biker with personal space issues.”

      “Who knows? That could have been the start of a beautiful friendship, too.”

      He laughed again and butterflies took flight in my chest. “I’ve kept you from your friends too long. Can I call you sometime?”

      “I hoped you would,” I replied, turning on my heel with a wave in his direction. Becks looked positively ready to burst, so I needed to get her out of here before she said something so embarrassing I’d have to open a man-hole and start a new life in the sewer.

      He didn’t reply, simply smiled that luminous smile, and watched me as we walked away. I could feel his eyes on my back like a caress for the next three blocks.

      I ignored Becca’s curious gaze and Seth’s irritated one for as long as possible before my friend simply could not hold it in any longer, words spilling out of her like water from a busted fire hydrant on a sweltering day.

      “You’re really not going to say anything about tall, dark, and dreamy?”

      “Nope.”

      Becks looped her arm in mine, unleashing the full power of her puppy-dog eyes. “You’re going to call him though, right?”

      As annoying as Seth’s persistent pursuit of me had been, I also didn’t want to throw that dreamboat in his face, so I wobbled my head as though I were unsure. “Eh, I don’t know, Becks. He’s probably a serial killer or a psychopath, knowing my luck.”

      She pinched my arm, and I yowled. “What the hell?”

      “Just wanted to make sure you were still alive, because I was worried you didn’t have a pulse for a second there.”

      I snorted. “What?”

      “Because obviously anyone with a pulse would be planning their first casual text and what kind of lingerie to wear on their first date.”

      “Jesus, Becks.”

      Seth rolled his eyes. “He’s probably the assistant manager of a fast food restaurant or something. I don’t know why you’re getting so worked up over some guy because he’s sort of good looking.”

      Becca’s eyes slid slowly over to Seth. “Sort of? I’m going to need someone to call the fire department soon because my panties are smoldering.”

      “Oh my God, why?” I tugged my arm from Becca’s, pulling a face.

      “Because”—she snatched his card from my grasp—“if you’re not going to call him, I am.”

      She skipped away with a peal of laughter as I grabbed for the little rectangle of cardstock, but she was already out of my reach.

      “Oh, he’s an architect,” Becks sing-songed. “And by the looks of this, he has his own firm!”

      “That’s not that impressive,” Seth grumbled.

      I tried to hide my laughter. “Fine, call him if you want. I don’t care.”

      She skipped closer to me, eyes dancing with mischief. “You mean it?”

      “No!” I tugged the card from her hand with a smirk and tucked it into my bra. It was probably one of the only places she wouldn’t try to stick her hand to grab it.

      “Killjoy,” she grumbled.

      Noting Seth’s discomfort, I changed the subject, and we talked and laughed the rest of the way back to headquarters.

      My thoughts bounced between the four men my subconscious dreamed up all those years ago and Beau. Something about almost dying must have cemented them in my subconscious, because they hadn’t changed. Not in all that time.

      I wondered at my attraction to Beau—he was clean cut and seemed sweet—whereas my dream men were dangerous, deadly, and rough around every last edge. Their reckless wildness called to me, but this was real life, not a dream.

      Wild, dangerous men were rarely the right choice. Even if they did make your heart pound a little harder and your breath hitch with desire.
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      “Ah, boys, come in.”

      You’d expect the ruler of the Shadow Realm to live in a grand castle with turrets and gargoyles. The man was Death, after all. But the familiar home we filed into was much more comfortable.

      It was large, situated at the highest point of elevation in the center of the city, but open, airy, and full of light. Gleaming wood floors and modern touches would make it more at home in the human realm, but his daughter had always loved the humans. It was her influence all around us.

      Death greeted the four of us with fatherly hugs before leading us to the kitchen where there was a generous spread already set out and spicy chili simmering on the stove. We all fixed ourselves a plate before settling into our usual places around the island that often doubled as a table.

      “It’s been a while since we’ve done this, huh?” His eyes gleamed with the potent combination of pride and regret that only a parent can seem to achieve. And he was that for the four of us: the father we’d all lacked.

      We nodded, unsure of what to say. It had been over twenty years since we sat around the kitchen island like this.

      “Well, as glad as I am for it, I know there’s a reason you four wanted to come by for a house call rather than meeting at my office.” He observed each of us, taking in our serious faces, the tense set of Raze’s jaw, the barely concealed fury still pulsing behind Shade’s eyes; we were all on edge, and that wasn’t a normal state of being for the Horsemen. “So who wants to fill me in?”

      My brothers’ eyes all slid to me.

      Right. Here went nothing.

      “We wanted to meet you here because we’re not sure who to trust.”

      Death’s brow rose, but he remained silent.

      “We need to know what you know about the unrest happening in the Realm. People are starting to talk, and it’s turning from the normal grumbling to topics significantly more dissenting.” I watched the ruler of the Realm for any kind of tics or tells, but his face remained impassive and unsurprised, so I continued.

      “The people are starting to grumble about the princess.”

      That earned a furrowed brow, and his lips thinned. Good. I needed him to take this seriously. Not that he wouldn’t, but he had to understand that we may soon be forced into action.

      “We’ve also heard reports that beasts are getting through the veil and attacking humans.” I inhaled deeply. “We believe we have a rebellion on our hands, and whatever you know, we need to know too. We can’t keep her safe with only part of the picture.”

      Death sighed, running a hand through his neatly-styled onyx hair. There were more streaks of silver at his temples than the last time I’d really looked at him. His mercury-colored eyes held strain, and a new set of fine lines around them belied the stress he’d been under. Stress his daughter would normally help him weather and endure. It made him seem smaller, less imposing, somehow.

      He was still a giant of a man, still stronger than most with a presence to match, but he was subdued in a way I didn’t like. Things were clearly more serious than we even suspected.

      “I’d hoped to shield you boys from all of this,” he said, rubbing his head. “I know how hard it’s been on you without her here.”

      “Not any harder than it’s been on you,” Shade countered. “But it seems we’ve all been foolish by letting her absence pull us apart. That needs to end now. You need our help getting this under control before it spreads like cancer.”

      Death winced at the word choice, eyeing my brother and his barely contained chaos before sweeping his gaze over each of us in turn. It seemed we were all beginning to fall apart at the seams. We’d all known she was the glue that held us together, but we were only now becoming aware of how strongly with such a prolonged absence.

      Taking a sip of water, Death fixed us all with a look that warned of caution. Not that any of us needed it. “I believe someone is laying the foundation to attempt a coup.” His voice rose in volume, speaking right over us, as we all began to grumble. “I don’t know who, yet, but I know that their voice is growing quite loud in a few of the sectors.”

      Saint’s chaos pulsed around him. “My eyes and ears have been telling me for a while that there is discontent in Reformation, in particular. They’re tired, many looking for reassignment. They resent the Guardians for what they perceive to be cushy jobs, and that none have cycled into Reformation in some time.”

      He studied Death, taking in his pursed lips and furrowed brow before continuing. “Perhaps it’s time to switch things up. The dividing line between Rest and Reformation has grown too defined. You need to step in.”

      “But,” Saint interjected, “if beasts are getting through the veil, the problem doesn’t only lie with Reformation. Whoever is sending the creatures across would need the help of at least a couple of Guardians. Which means the problem is much more widespread than any of us would like to admit.”

      “I know.” Death sagged, his posture slumping.

      How had we not realized things had gotten this serious? Were we that caught up in Harlow that we’d completely lost sight of things here at home?

      “My shadows are on the trail of an opposition group that sprang up five or six years ago.”

      I exchanged an incredulous look with my brothers. He’d known about this for five or six years and hadn’t brought us in on it? And how the hell had we not caught on sooner?

      We were losing our edge. That would have to be remedied, and quickly.

      “They never meet in the same place twice, don’t put the word out until only hours before, and everything is communicated in code. I’ve had one shadow get close, and he ended up dead. Butchered. The crows were feasting on his intestines by the time we found the body.”

      Death’s Shadows—his spies—were some of the best. Deadly, intelligent, and cunning; the only beings to rival their skills were sitting around this island with me. I’d been holding out hope that we were dealing with some disgruntled men and women who were unhappy with their lot in life and were looking for a way to make their voices heard. People like the asshole in the pub Shade had put down. Mostly talk, unorganized, and easy to squash.

      If this group was evading Death’s shadows, that wouldn’t be the case.

      “We’ll be looking for someone with inside information or personal insight into how you run things,” Raze observed. “None of the grunts down in Reformation have the know-how to pull something like this off.”

      Which meant the threat was much more pressing.

      “Can you think of anyone who’d fit the bill and may have reason to be unhappy with their lot in life?”

      “I’m the ruler of a massive realm,” Death sighed. “The amount of people I’ve made unhappy over the years is staggering. And unfortunately, that number only seemed to grow when I allowed my daughter to step away from what everyone considered her duties.”

      “That’s bullshit,” Saint snarled. “They all know she’ll be back. And her whole fucking life has been about the people here. About the souls we care for. Even since she was a child, she’s carried a burden they couldn’t possibly understand.”

      Death’s lip ticked up in the corner at Saint’s vehement defense of his daughter. “I know that, you four know that, and the Realm’s leadership knows that, but the people…” The smile fell. “The people don’t understand that she wasn’t given the luxury of a childhood the way they were. That she carried burdens they couldn’t even imagine as adults.”

      “She deserved the chance to have a life outside this place for a time.” Raze, always so unflappable, was practically bristling with violence. “And I will destroy anyone who tries to take it from her.”

      “I know you will. I know you all will. But the fact remains that I think it’s part of the reason we’re seeing the beginnings of an uprising.”

      Silence oppressive as thick fog fell for several minutes as we all tried to find a way to put the Realm back to rights. Too much was at stake if Death fell.

      The Shadow Realm wasn’t simply our home, our kingdom. It wasn’t only the place where supernaturals were born, where we lived and thrived out in the open and away from fearful human eyes. It’s also where human souls are weighed. Where they are reformed or rewarded. Where they find rest before continuing their journey in another life.

      If the Shadow Realm fell, so might humanity.

      “We’ll do whatever it takes to figure this out and disable the threat,” I promised, my voice calm, deadly, resolved. We earned the nickname The Horsemen because of our power, our volatility, and our willingness to mete out death. But with our home and our princess under threat? They hadn’t even begun to see the extent of the destruction we would usher in.

      Death’s magic rose to meet my own, his eyes sparking with the power of life, death, and judgment. We’d all lost our way since Death’s daughter had gone; but here and now, we’d found our way back.

      She’d always been the glue while she was here. It seemed she still was, even now. Because with a threat rising against Death and his heir, there was one thing at stake which none of the five of us were willing to risk. One thing we’d fight for until our dying breath.

      Her.
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      “The story broke while you three were out to lunch. Press conference tonight,” Pike called out as I made my way back to my desk at campaign headquarters. “I’ve sent you an email with all of the details.”

      For some reason, nerves invaded my stomach at that, and after giving him a nod, I pulled up my inbox to find out what kind of situation awaited me. Becks and Seth both leaned against my desk, waiting for the verdict.

      “Well?” Becks prodded when my eyes stopped flickering across the screen.

      “It’s at six p.m. in front of headquarters, and it looks like everything is already set up. I need to head home early today and change because”—I looked down at my too-casual outfit—“I don’t think this is going to cut it.”

      “What does he want you to do at this press conference?” Seth glanced at the email over my shoulder, unapologetically snooping.

      “To stand there, really. I think it’s more of a reward than a job. He wants me to know that he appreciates our hard work?” I pulled my cell out of my purse and began scrolling news sites.

      Philanthropic Senator to Revive Dying Town

      Pike Puts His Money Where His Mouth Is

      Senator or Guardian Angel? You Decide

      The story was already all over local news channels, hitting faster than I could have imagined. Even a few national outlets had begun to pick it up, and the headlines all seemed to be favorable. At least so far.

      “Wow, Harlow. I believed your plan would work, but damn. Did you expect it to happen this quickly?” Seth’s breath made my hair flutter as he read over my shoulder. Becks was doing the same over the other.

      “Honestly, no,” I replied. “This is great, though. Let’s start re-tweeting the best articles. Make sure you’re focusing on a solid mix of the larger outlets and the smaller indies. The indies will be more excited Pike’s account re-tweeted them, and it may earn us some additional favorable reporting.”

      “On it.” Seth kicked off the desk, clapping me on the shoulder before heading to his own desk. “Great work, as always.”

      Giving him a nod of thanks, I turned to Becks. “Can you schedule the posts we have ready? Let’s have the first one drop an hour before the press conference, then every six hours from there.”

      Becca raised her hand to her head in a salute. “Aye aye, Captain.” Then with a wink, she was gone.

      A smile began to spread across my face as the articles began to roll in, and the comments weren’t atrocious. Maybe we could really do this. We could get the senator reelected, and I’d have an actual hand in it. If that wasn’t the kind of thing that looked amazing on a resumé, I don’t know what was.

      I’d probably be in a few photos that would make their way onto news sites.

      Shit, I needed to get home and figure out what in the hell I was going to wear.

      Tapping a quick memo to the team, I mentally ran through my closet until I landed on an outfit that was both professional and stylish, powerful and pretty. I wasn’t a politician, and my job was still of a creative enough nature that I wanted to make sure I looked the part. That meant straddling the line between politics and ingenue, the expected and surprising.

      After making the rounds to ensure my team knew what was expected of them for the rest of the day, I strode over to Pike’s office and knocked on the door.

      “Come in!”

      The senator sat at his desk, a broad smile on his face as he stared at his computer, no doubt reading through the same articles I had. When his eyes lifted to find me standing there, the smile widened.

      “Harlow! Have you seen the stories? You were right about all of it. I think this could put us over the edge and clinch my reelection.”

      “I think so too. This went off better than I even expected, honestly.”

      “My publicist’s office is already fielding dozens of calls for interviews, thanks to you.” Pikes eyes quickly scanned my body before landing on my face. “You ready to stand by my side at the press conference?”

      I flushed at his perusal, shifting uncomfortably on my feet. “That’s actually why I stopped by your office.”

      His expression shifted, smile faltering. “You’re not backing out now, are you?”

      “Oh, no,” I hurried out, “I wanted to let you know that I’m heading home to get ready, if that’s ok? I didn’t really plan this outfit with a press conference in mind.”

      Pike’s smile reappeared in an instant. “Of course. Though you look lovely as is.”

      “Well, thank you.” I shifted on my feet again, unsure of what to say next.

      The senator chuckled, motioning me to leave with his hand. “Go on. Go now so you have plenty of time. Can you get back here by five?”

      “Of course. Thanks, Nathan.”

      “I don’t know why you’re thanking me. You’re the one who’s going to make me look good by standing next to me. Not to mention the way you’ve made me look good in the court of public opinion already.” He grinned wider when I started sputtering denials. “Get out of here, Harlow. See you in a couple hours.”

      I flashed my boss a smile, waving as I hurried from his office, his laughter following me out. I gave Becks and Seth a heads up about leaving to change, then practically skipped all the way home.

      Maybe things were finally starting to look up.
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      Three outfit changes and a full face of makeup later, and I was ready to head back to headquarters, but first I had to text my parents.

      

      Me: Make sure you tune into the local news stations tonight at six. You might see someone familiar!

      

      Mom: OMG sweetie, that’s so exciting.

      

      Dad: It’s not going to be a story that leads to me bailing you out of jail, is it?

      

      Mom: That’s not funny, Sam.

      

      Dad: Of course our daughter getting arrested isn’t funny.

      

      Me: LOL. Don’t worry mom, no prison orange for me. The senator will be holding a press conference, and he’s asked me to stand beside him since it was my idea that got him the positive press.

      

      Mom: That’s amazing, honey!

      

      Dad: Proud of you, kiddo.

      

      Me: Thanks, guys. Gotta run, just wanted to make sure I gave you a heads up. Love you!

      

      Mom: We love you too!

      

      Grinning at my parents and their antics, I slung my purse over my shoulder and locked up my apartment. I had plenty of time before I needed to be back at work, but I was too anxious and excited to sit around at home. So I made a detour to my favorite little coffee shop and grabbed lattes for me, Becks, and Seth. I knew they’d stay for the news conference, and if I needed a caffeine fix, they probably did, too.

      There were already news vans beginning to line the street by the time I made it back at four thirty, and the atmosphere inside headquarters was animated and celebratory.

      Interns peeked out of windows, exclaiming when they got a glimpse of the workers setting up the platform Pike would stand on, or when another news van rolled up. The paid employees were laughing and excited, the work everyone had been putting in finally beginning to pay real dividends. Everyone in the building was here because they wanted to see Pike reelected, and it was looking like that would actually come to pass.

      “There she is,” Becks cheered, every head turning to look at me as I walked to my desk. “The woman of the hour!”

      A deep blush spread across my face when a cheer went up, not used to so much attention. I shoved Becca’s coffee into her hand with a raised brow and halfhearted glare that only earned me a laugh.

      Picking up on my discomfort, Seth grabbed his coffee before angling himself in front of me and addressing the room. “All right, back to work! We haven’t won this election yet!”

      “Seriously, Becks?” I shook my head when the room went back to the normal hum of activity, all the cheers and attention dying out.

      “What?” My friend pasted the most innocent expression she could muster on her face. “Just trying to prepare you for having all eyes on you.”

      “They won’t be on me,” I retorted. “They’ll be on Pike.”

      “Who you will be standing next to. And girl, trust me, you’ll have eyes on you. You look incredible.”

      “Did I overdo it?” Smoothing my hands down the fitted ankle-length pants, I began to second-guess my choice of clothes.

      “Not at all,” Seth said, stepping in before Becca could send me spiraling with self-doubt. He eyed me with an appreciative yet assessing gaze. “You look perfect.”

      “Thanks, Seth.”

      I tried to busy myself for the next hour, but my mind kept wandering to the growing crowd of news vans and reporters outside. There were enough gathered that the noise of it all had begun to filter into the office.

      “Can I have everyone’s attention?” Pike strode out of his office in all his political glory, this whole three-ringed circus his natural element. He wore fitted suit pants and a white collared shirt with the sleeves rolled up, a blue and white polka dot tie knotted perfectly. His hair was styled to perfection, and he looked energized and ready to speak to his adoring public.

      I had to admit, the man knew how to work a crowd. The lack of suit jacket was strategic—it made him look more accessible, more down to earth—like he was a man of action rather than talk. It would also appeal to the female voters because Pike was quite ripped for a guy in his late forties, and everyone knows a muscular forearm is to women what cleavage is to men.

      The public was going to eat this up.

      “I wanted to take a moment to say thank you to each and every one of you for your hard work and dedication to this campaign and our mission. We’re seeing rising numbers because of your efforts and creativity. I’m a hell of a lucky man to have such a solid team behind me.”

      Cheers and applause thundered throughout the open space, excited faces beaming at the Senator and one another. If he could work the crowd outside with such effortlessness, I had a feeling Pike could clinch the election with ease.

      “Please feel free to stay for the press conference. I’ve got pizzas and beer being delivered, so enjoy yourselves!”

      Cheers rose in earnest. Nothing made a bunch of workaholics as excited as the adult version of a class pizza party.

      People shook hands with Pike, congratulating him on the good press, on the rising poll numbers, and on the fact that he was trending on Twitter and it had nothing to do with Cradle-Gate. Though, they didn’t say it in quite those words.

      My stomach roiled when Pike waved me over, a frantic makeup artist putting last minute powder on his face to control any shine. Hopefully my own makeup wasn’t dripping off my face, because I felt clammy.

      “Ready to stand up there as my right-hand woman?” He flashed me a blinding smile, so much more at ease with all of this than I was.

      It was why I’d never make a good politician. I preferred life in the background, out of the spotlight. I loved quiet things like drawing, painting, and reading. Thank God no one was depending on me to lead or give speeches, because I was worried my lunch was going to make a second appearance, and all I had to do was stand beside Pike and smile.

      He must have seen me wavering because the Senator gave my shoulder a squeeze. “You’ve got this. Just believe in yourself the way I do, and you’ll be fine.” He watched my face, gaze lingering on my lips when I worried them between my teeth. “Seriously, Harlow. You don’t have to do this. But I hope you do. This is your victory as much as mine.”

      Sucking in a deep breath, I ran my hands down my side, smoothing my blouse into place. I could do this. “I’m good. Don’t worry.”

      Nathaniel Pike grinned. “I never do, with you. Now, are you ready?”

      I glanced back at Becks and Seth who gave me enthusiastic thumbs up, their faces beaming with pride, and nodded. “Yep. Ready as I’ll ever be. Just please don’t let me fall up the stairs.”

      The Senator barked out a laugh. “Never.”

      Then a production assistant was herding our little group out the door and up the rickety metal bleacher-stairs to a platform that had been draped in American flags, Re-Elect Pike signs, and all sorts of other patriotic stuff. I tried not to wobble as I followed my boss over to the podium and took my place beside him, a few steps back.

      There were so many people out there, so many cameras and trussed-up reporters with microphones at the ready. I reminded myself to smile, or I’d never hear the end of it from my dad, and tried to stand with confidence and grace.

      I probably looked as nervous as I felt, but at least I tried.

      After waving to the cheering audience and flashing his take-no-prisoners political smile at the female reporters, Pike stepped up to the mic, and the crowd quieted. I had to hand it to the man, he had a presence and natural authority that people flocked to.

      I was glad he was using it for good.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, “forgive me if my speech isn’t as impressive as usual, this whole story caught me by surprise, and I threw this together at the last minute.”

      God, he was good.

      “But I do appreciate you giving me a chance to speak to you today about the brave citizens of Franklin and what they’ve been through these last few years, because they need our help, and our work there has only just begun.”

      For the next fifteen minutes, Nathaniel Pike was in his element. Eventually, my posture lost some of its stiffness, and I found myself smiling and laughing along with the rest of the crowd. Even though I knew what his talking points would be, it was still easy to get caught up in the sparkling charisma of my boss when he was on for the cameras.

      The crowd laughed at his jokes, cheered at his proclamations, and looked somber when he outlined the struggles of the people in Franklin. He had them eating out of the palm of his hand with unnatural ease, and it was a sight to behold.

      By the time his speech had concluded, the cheering was so loud that my ears rang. I was so lost in the whole scene that it took Pike giving me a little nudge to realize that we were supposed to be exiting the stage.

      God, I hope my father didn’t catch that.

      “You did great,” Pike crowed with a proud smile when we were safely back in headquarters. “Didn’t trip once.”

      My answering laugh was genuine. “I didn’t do anything outside of stand there. But you? You had those people inspired, Nathan. They were hanging on every word you said.”

      The senator cocked his head to the side, watching me. “And you? Were you hanging on every word, too?”

      I couldn’t stop the warm flush of embarrassment that began at my chest and crept up my neck. Luckily, I was spared giving an awkward answer when Pike was pulled away by one of his advisors. I didn’t love the way he’d started to look at me recently. Becks and Seth were at my side immediately.

      “That was so cool!” Becca squealed. “You looked hot up there, girl.”

      Tucking a strand of lavender hair behind my ear, I rolled my eyes. “I probably looked like a dope.”

      “You didn’t. You looked beautiful and confident.” Seth held my gaze for a beat too long to be casual and I shifted on my feet.

      When my phone began vibrating incessantly in my back pocket I sighed, happy to have a reason to break eye contact.

      

      Mom: Your father and I just watched the news conference. You looked so official up there, baby! Our little girl is all grown up and on the news! Wait till I tell your aunt.

      

      Dad: You looked great, kiddo. Your mom’s already planning all of the ways she can lord your superiority over her sister-in-law. Proud of you.

      

      Me: Thanks, guys. Please tell me you recorded it so I can watch it later?

      

      Mom: You know I don’t know how to work this fancy TV.

      

      I shook my head at the absurdity of it all, at my parents’ antics, and at myself for thinking my mom could handle setting up the DVR. As I went to slip my phone back in my pocket it buzzed again. Mom was probably going to fill me in on her plan to rub my success in Aunt Dianne’s face.

      Rolling my eyes, I swiped up on the screen to pull up my messages.

      

      Unknown: I hope you won’t think I’m lame for texting so soon, but I saw you on the news, and I couldn’t resist. Drinks tonight?

      

      I stared at the number, trying to figure out who it could be when another text came through.

      

      Unknown: This is Beau, by the way. Probably should have said that.

      

      My smile must have changed, because Becca sidled up to me and peered at my phone screen over my shoulder.

      “What has you grinning like an idiot?”

      “Hey!” I pulled the phone to my chest and leveled her with a glare.

      Becks was unperturbed. “I’m just saying, you have that look on your face.”

      “What look?”

      “The one you get when you’re reading a paranormal romance and the guy does something sickeningly sweet for the heroine.” She waggled her brows at me and hummed a bastardized version of porn music until I finally relented and filled her in.

      “Beau texted me.”

      Her eyes lit up. “The hot guy from lunch?”

      I nodded, grinning like the idiot she had just accused me of being.

      “And?”

      “And he wants to meet tonight for drinks. He saw me on the news and texted.” I held the phone out so she could see, and flinched when she squealed.

      “You’re going to say yes, right? Please for the love of all the sex gods, tell me you’re going to say yes?”

      Without giving her an answer, I tapped away at the screen, typing my response.

      

      Me: Not lame at all. When and where?

      

      When his response came in no time, I couldn’t help but enjoy the fluttery sensation of butterflies in my stomach. Today was shaping up to be my day. And maybe that meant Beau the architect might actually have some potential.

      Mom would freak if I brought a guy like that home for dinner.
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      The bar was crowded, though around here, that wasn’t unusual. Maybe it was just my nerves and the stares indicating a few people recognized me from the news conference that made it feel more packed than normal.

      I walked toward the bar as I scanned the restaurant for Beau, but in a sea of faces, none looked familiar.

      “You look beautiful.”

      Warm breath fanned across the back of my neck, and I turned, eyes a bit wide.

      “Oh my God, I’m an idiot.” Bright blue eyes met mine as Beau took a step back. “Never sneak up on a woman from behind. That’s dating one-o-one.” His lips titled up in a sheepish smile that still somehow managed to make the man look like a bona fide sex god.

      It was so adorable that the laugh tumbled out of me. “Don’t worry about it. You can sneak up on me anytime.”

      His eyebrows quirked. “Yeah? Good to know. Come on, let me get you a drink and some food. You probably haven’t had time to eat yet, right?”

      “I had a slice of pizza at campaign headquarters, but I’m not opposed to sharing something. If you want.”

      His open palm slid to my lower back so easily, like we’d done this a million times before, and I realized I didn’t hate it. There was something familiar about Beau that managed to put me at ease, and rather than pick that feeling apart, I decided to go for it. It probably wouldn’t go anywhere, but what did I have to lose?

      “This ok?” He swept his arm out to indicate a small high-top table close to the bar, and I nodded.

      “Great, pick your poison and I’ll go grab it. I hear they have amazing truffle fries here.”

      “That actually sounds perfect. Truffle fries and a glass of pinot, for me.”

      Beau looked over the menu briefly before rising from his seat, giving me a panty-melting smile in the process. “I’ll go order. Be right back.”

      I watched him stride away with a grin on my face that only widened when he looked back at me once he got to the bar. There was something artless about Beau that was both incredibly attractive and unassuming at the same time. With his looks and career, it would be easy for the man to have an ego the size of Texas, but so far that didn’t seem to be the case.

      He seemed sweet, eager, and just awkward enough to believe that when he said things like how beautiful I looked, it wasn’t an act to get in my pants. I think he meant it, which was a nice change of pace.

      He was all easy smiles and laughs for the bartender, and I didn’t miss the generous tip he put down when the guy handed Beau our drinks and promised to bring the food to our table. He wasn’t exactly the bad boy of my dreams—though I wasn’t sure even a real bad boy could live up to the men in my dreams—but he was real, he was hot, and he seemed into me.

      Maybe that could be enough of a starting place for now.

      “Your drink.” Beau set the glass in front of me with a wink before taking his seat across from me. “So, seeing you on the news today was a fun surprise. I’d been debating how long I had to wait to text you so I’d seem cool and aloof enough, but then there you were, outshining Senator Pike, and I couldn’t resist getting in touch right then.”

      I chuckled, hiding my smile behind the wine glass as I took a slow sip.

      “I have to admit, it was a surprise. I knew from your card that you’re a social media consultant, but I didn’t think it would be for someone like the Senator.” Beau’s cerulean eyes sparkled and he held my gaze with such singular intensity that warmth pooled in my belly. There was admiration there, and something that, if I saw it on a close friend or family member’s face I might think was pride. Maybe I’d found a guy who wouldn’t be easily intimidated by a successful woman.

      “It’s still kind of surreal to me sometimes,” I admitted. “What about you? Big shot architect, huh?”

      An adorable flush crept up Beau’s cheeks. “I don’t know about being a big shot. But I do love my job. I’ve gotten to design some pretty cool buildings.”

      “Anything I’d recognize?”

      His head cocked to the side, considering. “I designed a pretty little modern library for a small town a few hours away, but what I really love doing is getting to create functional tiny houses for veterans and the homeless.”

      Be still my heart. His proudest achievements were tiny houses for people in need? Maybe I would end up taking this one home to mom.

      Beau watched me for a second to gauge my reaction, running a hand over the back of his neck. “That probably sounded super pretentious.”

      “No,” I hurried to reassure him, “it really didn’t. I had to go to dinner with the Senator and a few of his associates the other day and those people were pretentious. Talking about how much money they made last year, acting like every single server and table nearby should fawn over them. It was all very self-congratulatory and gross. So no, I don’t think being proud of something good you did for others is pretentious.”

      His eyes practically glowed when he regarded me, studying my face with such intensity that I squirmed a bit in my seat.

      “Truffle fries and a blue cheese burger?” A harried young woman sat our plates down in front of us when I nodded that she had found the correct table. “Enjoy!”

      Saved by the dinner bell.

      Beau shook his head slightly as if to clear it, grinning widely. When he looked back up at me, his eyes no longer glowed, and I wondered if all of it was a trick of the light. Not for the first time, I worried that maybe my vivid imagination and the crazy dreams that consumed my sleeping hours were skewing my perception of reality.

      I really needed to make an appointment to get checked out.

      “So, Harlow, tell me about yourself. I’m curious how such an intelligent, beautiful woman is still single?” Beau watched my eyes widen and he chuckled at my deer-in-the-headlights expression before taking a large bite of his burger.

      I shook my head, cheeks hurting from smiling so much. “How am I even supposed to respond to a question like that?”

      His laughter was rich and warm. “Ok, how about this. We both tell each other one funny story and one serious about our lives. It’ll help us get to know each other better.”

      Yeah, I didn’t really want to get into serious stories about my life, and my shoulders curled inward. It was a gesture Beau didn’t miss.

      “I’ll start. When I was a boy, I was madly in love with this girl at my school. She was a million times better than me, but she never made me feel like it. Her family was rich and powerful, and mine… mine wasn’t.” He paused to take a sip of his beer, watching my reaction.

      “She had these friends who were always around, these rough-looking kids you just knew would end up in trouble one day, you know? Like, future gang leaders and hit men or something. They were storm clouds, she was the sun.”

      The wistful look that overtook Beau’s face had his eyes glowing otherworldly blue again, and I forgot my previous discomfort, leaning in to hear his story. I couldn’t tell yet if this was going to be a funny story, or a tragic one, but whatever the outcome, I was invested. It was difficult not to be, with as open and vulnerable as he was.

      “Anyway”—he shook his head to clear it—“we were fourteen and I decided that I was going to tell her how I felt. I had this whole grand gesture planned with flowers and music and a live horse.”

      I almost choked on a fry. “I’m sorry, did you say a horse?”

      Beau’s eyes crinkled in the corners. “Yeah… Looking back, I realize it may have been a little extra.”

      “Where do you even get a horse when you’re fourteen?”

      He rubbed his neck, eyes dropping to the table as pink colored his cheeks. “I uh, I may have borrowed it from one of her asshole friends.”

      “Oh, no, Beau,” I got out through laughter, “you didn’t.”

      “Fourteen-year-olds aren’t exactly known for their superior decision making skills,” he admitted.

      “So then what happened? Do I want to know?”

      He chuckled at my concerned expression. “Well, it went about as well as you’d imagine. I rode up, and she wasn’t even home. I sat on that horse and shouted for her to come to her window, but it was her dad who showed up. He saw me on that massive beast and laughed before telling me his daughter was out with her friends and to come back another time.”

      I winced. “That sounds kind of mortifying.”

      “Oh, that’s not even the worst part,” Beau replied, his tone bright. “The worst part is that as I was about to cut my losses and ride home with my tail tucked between my legs, the flowers I brought for her still in my hands, and my unused guitar strapped to my back, she walked up, surrounded by her friends. I heard her laughter rounding the drive, and when she saw me, she got really quiet.”

      Oh, no.

      “She took everything in and smiled this sweet smile before asking me what I was doing at her house, on a horse. And then her friend, whose horse I had borrowed, stormed up and started yelling at me, scaring the horse in the process, and it reared up like you see in western movies…” He shook his head at the memory of it. “But I was definitely not skilled enough to stay on that thing like some stuntman, and I slid right off its back and into the steaming pile of shit he’d unloaded onto her driveway.”

      “Oh my God,” I said, trying not to laugh.

      “You can laugh, it’s ok. It’s human nature to laugh when someone tells you they landed ass over end in a pile of horse shit, right?” He laughed at himself, then, those eyes glowing and sparkling.

      “I’m sorry. It’s not funny, it’s just…”

      “No, it’s totally funny. At least now, it is. Then the girl of my teenage dreams had to help me up while I smelled like literal shit. To make matters worse, I handed her the bouquet of broken flowers still gripped in my hand like a total idiot, and the poor girl was too nice not to pretend that she was flattered. But I can laugh about it now.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “Then her friends threatened to kick my ass if I ever stole one of their horses again, and told me to stop stalking the girl I liked. It was… not my finest moment.”

      “And what did she say to them?” My heart ached a little for awkward teenage Beau, and I hoped the girl wasn’t a bitch.

      “Oh, she told them to stop, told me I was sweet.” His eyes crinkled in the corners as he remembered.

      “So did you two ever end up going on a date?”

      That’s when Beau’s face fell for a moment, but I caught it.

      “No. Her friends threatened me later that night. Told me that she was theirs and that if I ever so much as looked at her again, they’d make my life a living hell.”

      “What assholes!” I took a sip of my wine, shaking my head.

      Something indecipherable flickered across Beau’s face, but he simply shrugged. “They are. But last I heard, they’d lost her, too, so I guess it’s true what they say. Karma’s a bitch.”

      I grinned, lifting my wine glass. “To Karma.”

      “I’ll toast to that,” he laughed, clinking his half-finished beer glass against mine. “So, got any super mortifying stories you want to share with the class?”

      Shit. Did I? Not really. I’d missed so much of my childhood, spent so many years in and out of hospitals and isolating from other kids because of my cancer, that I honestly couldn’t think of a single embarrassing story like Beau’s.

      “Harlow? You ok?” His voice was soft as I got lost in my head for a moment.

      When I lifted my eyes to his, I didn’t see judgment or annoyance or anything like that on his face. I saw concern, sweetness, and sure, a little curiosity, but none of it made my insides churn.

      Was I really going to do this? Could I really tell this total stranger about a part of my life that I rarely told anyone about until they’d proven they’d stick around? Maybe I should put it all out there, and if he ran, he ran. Let the garbage take itself out, so to speak.

      “Did I say something wrong?”

      “No, no. You didn’t say anything wrong. I just…” I sucked in a deep breath, fortifying myself. “I didn’t really have the kind of childhood that allowed for embarrassing stories. At least, not the funny kind.”

      Beau cocked his head to the side, brows furrowing.

      “I, uh”—I cleared my throat—“I was sick as a kid. Really sick. So I didn’t get to go to public school until I was almost thirteen. And at that point, I was so out of my element and shy that I barely talked to anyone for the first two years, let alone got into situations that were sitcom-worthy.”

      His voice was soft when he spoke next, reaching across the table to envelop my hand with his own. “You don’t need to tell me about it.”

      And those quietly spoken words were exactly why I decided I would.

      “No, it’s ok. I don’t talk about it much, and I probably should.” I inhaled deeply, not pulling my hand from his. “I had childhood Leukemia. From the time I was four until I was eight. I’d go into remission, then it would come back. Then my parents home schooled me from eight to twelve because at that point we were all completely traumatized and the idea of being around so many germ-toting kids gave all of us panic attacks.”

      “That sounds awful, Harlow, I didn’t know.”

      I chuckled. “Of course you didn’t know. How would you?”

      Beau shrugged, his lips twisting into a grimace.

      “So I don’t really have a funny story for you, but I have plenty of serious ones.”

      “You don’t need to—“

      “I know, but I want to.”

      He looked pained, but nodded for me to continue. And for the first time in a long time, I told a story I’d only spoken of to my parents and therapist. I didn’t know why, didn’t know what compelled me, but there was something in Beau’s eyes that drew me out, something in the set of his brows that made me want to honor the willingness he was showing me to hear something real and hard.

      He’d probably run away screaming, later, but if recent events with the Senator had taught me anything, it was that sometimes risks can pay off.

      “I died when I was six. My heart stopped beating for about two minutes.” I watched his face crumple, and for a moment I worried I’d misread all of this and told him something too dark, but then he squeezed my hand.

      “At first it was like falling asleep. I got really tired, it became hard to keep my eyes open, I was really weak. Doctors and nurses were running into my room, I remember my mom screaming for someone to help, and then I was watching the whole thing play out. Like some kind of really morbid movie.” My eyes slid to Beau, but he wasn’t rolling his eyes, didn’t look like he thought I was crazy. He was still, listening to me with a sad expression painted across his chiseled face.

      “I know it sounds crazy, and it was probably just my synapses firing and my neurons going out in a blaze of glory, but I swear I found myself in this dark room. Like a little pocket of nothingness, but I could still see my body as the nurses and doctors worked to revive me, could see my dad holding my mom back from rushing to me, everything.

      “And the craziest part was that I wasn’t alone. There was a man there with me, holding my little body as I cried and called for my mom and dad. I don’t know how my subconscious cooked him up, but he didn’t look like anyone I’d ever seen before.

      “He had kind eyes, a sad smile, and he was so gentle. He told me everything would be all right, and I remember believing him. I don’t know why, but I believed him.” My words trailed off as my eyes began to focus back on the present, back on reality.

      Beau was practically holding his breath, his thumb rubbing circles over mine. He didn’t look like he thought I was nuts, or that I was making all of this up. I breathed deeply, reliving all of it vividly, even after all these years.

      “Did he say anything to you?”

      I searched his face, trying to decide if he was making fun of me, but he still looked caught up in my story. I scrubbed a hand over my face.

      “Yeah, he did. But I can never remember what. He whispered something in my ear right as the machines in the hospital room started beeping again, and I couldn’t hear it. But he held me until I felt this tug in my chest, and there were tears streaming down his face, and then I was back in my body. Twenty years later and I still haven’t figured out what he might have said.”

      I caught myself, shaking my head. “I mean, obviously I know that was all in my head because I was dying, but it felt so real, you know?”

      Beau nodded, but his eyes were thoughtful. “Who says it wasn’t?”

      I started to pull my hand away from his because that felt like a joke at my expense, but his grip tightened around my fingers as he murmured my name.

      “Harlow, I’m serious. Who says there isn’t a whole world waiting for us in the afterlife? Who says that in certain moments and situations we can’t touch that plane?” He looked genuine and didn’t sound like he was teasing me, but it was incredibly difficult to accept that he might believe that I really experienced what I said I did.

      Even I wasn’t sure if I believed it.

      “Either way,” he continued softly, “you were a six-year-old, sick and in pain, and it felt real to you then. Does it matter if it was in your head?”

      Did it matter? It seemed to matter a hell of a lot to my parents and therapist, all of whom seemed very concerned about the man I concocted as my brain was dying. My parents spent thousands of dollars and my therapist hundreds of hours trying to help me work through whatever subconscious issues led to me creating a handsome middle aged man with kind, silver eyes and hair the color of night.

      “I’ve never told that story to anyone except my parents and therapist,” I admitted rather than answer him. The truth was, I didn’t know how to answer that, and somehow my crazy story about dying didn’t send the hot guy running, so I didn’t want to press my luck.

      A flash of light illuminated Beau’s eyes, probably a camera flash or headlights reflecting off of them, but they almost seemed to glow from within. Eyes that were set on me. Eyes that spoke to a man who wasn’t about to run for the hills.

      “Thank you for telling me, Harlow. I can’t imagine it’s easy to talk about. It sounds like you’ve been through a lot.”

      I shrugged. “Everyone goes through trials. So yeah, I’ve lived through some hard things, but I’m sure you have too. It all contributes to making us who we’re supposed to be, right?”

      “I suppose you’re right,” he said, putting the glass to his lips and taking another sip of his beer. “And if that’s the case, then I guess we should find a way to be grateful for all of the shit we went through, right? I mean, it led us here.”

      I grinned, butterflies flitting around in my stomach at the heat in Beau’s eyes.

      “Exactly.”
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      “I had fun.” We paused at the door of the bar, the night cool and damp, the promise of rain hanging thick in the air.

      “Me too,” Beau replied, his hand wavering at his side before he lifted it to tuck a strand of errant hair behind my ear.

      Silence spread between us as we both puzzled out how we wanted this night to end. Did I want to kiss him? My eyes tracked Beau’s tongue as it flicked out to wet his lips. Maybe I did.

      “Can I take you out again?”

      My grin was genuine. “Yeah, I’d really like that.”

      I had been so caught up in the news conference and then Beau today that when fluid shadows drew my attention behind him, it effectively broke the spell. Something was still off with me, something was still making me see things, and as nice as this man was, was it really wise to rush things with him.

      I wouldn’t lock myself away in a tower, wouldn’t deny myself something that had the potential to be good, but maybe I should take it a little slower than his hooded eyes were telling me Beau would like to take it.

      His hand came up to brush another strand of hair from my face, then he leaned in. To his credit, Beau didn’t pull a face when I turned mine just enough to kiss him on the cheek at the same time he kissed mine, but I could tell it wasn’t how he’d hoped the night would end.

      “Maybe we could grab dinner some night soon?”

      “Sure,” he said, his smile bright. “Shoot me a text with what works for you. I’m glad you didn’t think I was completely lame for texting you so soon.”

      “Never.” I grinned, blushing. “Text you later, Beau.”

      “Goodnight, Harlow.”

      With butterflies still flitting around in my stomach, I gave the handsome architect a shy smile and began walking home. I got about halfway there when I realized I left my laptop at the office. There were social campaigns on there that needed to be worked out and tweaked once I had time to sit down and analyze the feedback from Pike’s news conference from both the general public and the news media. So as much as I wanted to head home, crawl into my bed, and watch a movie or scroll TikTok thirst traps, I changed directions with a deep sigh and made my way back to campaign headquarters.

      The lights were on inside, contrasting with the diffused darkness of the streets, but that wasn’t out of the norm, especially after something like the news conference. There were likely a few staffers still lingering as they wrapped up their work before the weekend.

      Pushing through the doors, I scanned the office, not seeing anyone. They were probably taking a food break. I grinned at the empty pizza boxes and red-plastic cups that littered the desks around me; evidence that everyone had enjoyed a celebratory night. Hopefully that meant they’d all come to work energized on Monday, ready to conquer the political world, because now wasn’t the time to become complacent. We were too close to securing a win for Pike.

      “Harlow?”

      I let out a squeak, nearly jumping out of my skin at the sound of my name, which was followed by a deep chuckle. My palm to my chest, I turned and shot Pike a rueful smile.

      “Nathan! Oh my God, you scared the hell out of me.”

      His glassy eyes crinkled in the corners as he offered me an amused smile in return. “Sorry, didn’t mean to. What are you doing here so late?” I waved a hand at the laptop still plugged in on my desk. “Forgot my laptop. What are you doing here? You don’t normally burn the midnight oil at headquarters.”

      “Guess I was too excited about things, and people have been calling nonstop to congratulate me on the news conference and all of the positive media attention. So I had a couple of the leftover beers and stuck around to get some work done.” He grinned, looking less like a polished Senator and more like that drunk uncle at a family barbecue.

      “Want me to call you a cab?” The last thing this campaign needed was news of Pike getting pulled over for drunk driving.

      “I have a better idea. How about you have a drink with me first. This is all thanks to you, after all.”

      I fidgeted with a strand of my hair, considering.

      “Come on, it’ll be fun, and we never really got to celebrate together.” He walked back into his office, emerging a moment later with a huge grin on his face, two bottles of beer and an opener in hand. “Let’s toast to a long and productive partnership.”

      I chuckled, dropping my purse on my desk with a shake of my head. “One drink, Senator, then I’m calling you a cab.”

      Shadows danced in the corners of the room, but I ignored them. Pike popped the top off a beer and handed it to me, opening his own a moment later and lifting it in the air.

      “To Harlow Devlin—a woman of many talents. And to our extraordinary success today.”

      “To a decisive reelection victory,” I replied, clinking my bottle against his.

      We both took a sip—Pike’s much longer than mine—and I wondered at how surreal my life had become. Here I was, drinking a celebratory beer with a successful senator who could very well become president one day, and he was toasting me.

      “So what were you up to tonight? I didn’t see you at the little afterparty here.” Pike leaned against a desk, taking in my outfit, which was the same as it had been for the news conference.

      “I actually had a date.” Normally I wouldn’t have admitted that to Pike, but I was still riding the high of a great day, and he was sitting there drinking a beer like an average Joe, so the words slipped out.

      Pike’s brows rose. “A date, eh? I didn’t realize you were seeing someone. Not the guy you broke up with a while back, right?”

      “Oh, God, no. He was a tool.” I took another sip of the beer and pulled a face, which had Pike laughing in response.

      “Didn’t know how to treat a woman?”

      “Uh, I mean, no, but he was just a selfish asshole, really.”

      Pike laughed loudly at that, dragging a hand through his hair. “And this new guy? Is he a better prospect?”

      I grinned. “Well, anyone’s a better prospect than Niko was, but I just met him, so that is yet to be determined.”

      “Don’t let your standards fall, Harlow. You’re an amazing woman, and you deserve someone who can appreciate what you bring to the table.” His eyes roved my body. “A real man, not some boy playing at being a grownup.”

      I needed to call him a cab, because I wasn’t ready to have some awkward heart to heart with my boss, but it was clear that a few beers brought his filter down significantly.

      “Thanks, Nathan, that’s kind of you.” I rose from where I’d settled against a desk across from him. “Well, I should get going, and we should probably call you a cab.”

      He waved a hand dismissively. “Oh, come on, Harlow, we’re just getting started! I want to hear all about your date.”

      “There’s really nothing to tell. We only went out for drinks.”

      He chuckled, the sound slightly taking on a different tone than it had been a few minutes ago. “I know what that’s code for. I’m not too old to be out of touch with things on the dating scene.”

      I shifted against the desk, wishing my phone was in my hand rather than fifteen feet away atop my desk. It was time to call this.

      “I’ve made you uncomfortable,” Pike said, not sounding all that contrite, before rising from the desk he leaned against. “Maybe I have had one drink too many.”

      My lips tried to form a smile, that placating expression all women have perfected over the years. The one that is as much armor as a Hail Mary effort to diffuse volatile men. I didn’t think Pike would try anything, but that didn’t change the fact that I was growing increasingly uncomfortable.

      “I’ll order an Uber for you,” I replied, not denying his observation, and hurried back to my desk.

      I was pulling up my app when the floor creaked softly behind me. My heart began to thrum faster in my chest, the shadows pulsing around me, so I sucked in a deep breath before pasting that fake-ass smile on my face and turned to the senator who was now standing only inches away from me. “Why don’t you go grab your stuff, Nathan, that way you’re all ready when your ride gets here.”

      My whole body stiffened as the senator’s eyes roved across the length of me, lingering longer than they should have on the modest cleavage showing beneath my button-down blouse. I side-stepped him, moving to the side of my desk while I swung my purse over my shoulder, ignoring the laptop altogether.

      I could come back for that.

      “Come on, Harlow, I thought we were going to celebrate?” He extended a hand and ran his knuckles lazily down my arm.

      I yanked my arm away from his touch, and rage flashed in his eyes.

      Goosebumps broke out along my skin but not from pleasure. My heart was hammering away now, my mouth dry, and I was calculating how to get the hell out of this situation without escalating it or losing my job in the morning. Shadows crowded my vision as I backed away from the senator who treated women like objects even when he wasn’t drunk.

      I guess I stupidly thought that kind of behavior wouldn’t extend to me due to the nature of our working relationship. “I’m going to go now, Nathan. I promised Becks I’d stop by her house after my date, and it’s getting late. She’ll be worried about me.”

      He laughed then, the sound sending chills down my spine. “Are you sure about that? She walked out of here pretty happily hanging on the arm of a newer intern. It seemed like they were well on the way to a long, fun night. We should follow her lead.”

      Shit. Of all the nights to hook up with someone, Becks…

      “Still, I don’t want to worry her. I’ll see you on Monday, Senator.”

      His eyes flashed. “Senator? I thought I told you to call me Nathan, Harlow. I think we’re well past all of those formalities.”

      “Right. Goodnight, Nathan.” I made it all of five feet before a strong hand wrapped around my arm with bruising force. I whimpered, the lights flickered, and Pike laughed.

      “Don’t act like you don’t want me, Harlow. You more than jumped on the opportunity to spend extra time with me outside of the office.” The scent of beer was heavy on his breath as he turned my body to face him, and rage pooled inside me, dulling some of the fear.

      “They were work functions, Nathan, if you’ll remember. I don’t know what I possibly could have done to make you think that I wanted anything more than a professional relationship, but I can assure you that is not the case. Now let go of my arm, please.”

      Pike’s eyes hardened at my words, a sneer pulling at his lips, making him look even more menacing than he had moments before. Rather than releasing my arm, his grip grew more bruising as he backed me up against my desk, my ass hitting it with enough force to make me wince. Lust flashed bright in Pike’s eyes.

      He was getting off on this, the fucker.

      Pike wasted no time wedging a knee between my thighs, pinning me to the desk with no easy escape route, his fingers likely well on their way to leaving bruises on my arm. His other hand went to my hip, thumb digging painfully into the bone, eliciting another whimper from me as my mind raced through my options.

      I had to find a way out of this.

      “See, in my experience, women who want power like you do are usually willing to do quite a lot to get it.” His hand shifted from my hip to the side of my breast, and he laughed when I shuddered. “You can’t deny that you want this, Harlow. I have eyes. You’re shaking with need for me.”

      “Get your fucking hands off me, Nathan. In no world does any woman want to be assaulted by their boss just to get ahead. You’re drunk and an asshole. Get off me.” I shoved against his chest as hard as I could, making the senator stumble backward. Grabbing my purse, I made a break for it as the building seemed to shudder with revulsion right along with me, the lights flickering again.

      I screamed when he wrapped a hand in my hair, yanking me back with so much force that I felt blood trickle down my skull. The sudden assault made me stumble, and Pike took full advantage, pushing me to the floor hard enough that my knees barked in pain.

      Tears streamed down my face, and a sob wrenched from my chest when I heard the stomach-curdling sound of a zipper opening. Pike’s hand was still wrapped in my hair as I struggled to get away, even if it meant ripping chunks of my hair right out of my head.

      “Let me go!” I screamed, reaching for something, anything to fight him off with.

      “Shut the fuck up,” he snarled, slamming my face against the floor so hard it took my breath away.

      Darkness sparked at the edges of my vision, but I couldn’t give in to it, couldn’t allow myself to black out because then I wouldn’t be able to fight him. Still, the inky black crept in, slinking toward me menacingly.

      “Please,” I whimpered to the universe since there was no one around to hear my pleas. “Please don’t let him do this.”

      Pike laughed, actually laughed at my choked-out cry for help as he flipped me onto my back and tore my blouse open.

      “I’ll make it good for you,” he drawled, eyes feasting on my flesh. Flesh he had no business seeing.

      “Actually,” a deep voice dripping with death and menace growled from somewhere behind Pike, “I don’t think you will.”

      Then the lights flickered out, shadows fell, and Pike was wrenched off of me with a scream.
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      “I’m going to rip that motherfucker to shreds!” Raze roared, his beast so close to breaking through the surface of his skin.

      Adriel’s hand shot out, grabbing his shoulder with bruising force, holding our brother back from crossing the veil.

      “We need to see if she can get away, first.” He practically gagged on the words as they came out, but he was right, as much as the rest of us hated it. We’d skirted the line so many times but this was different. This was a defining moment. So far, everything we’d done had been in secret, all our interferences either easy to explain away or concealed. But this?

      If we crossed that line—if we revealed ourselves to her in her waking hours—there was no going back. We’d have to justify our actions, and we’d need to make damn sure they were above reproach.

      My tenuous grip on my chaos slipped as that piece of human filth grabbed Harlow’s arm, the lights in the human realm flickering. The veil was thinning with every moment, every vile word that dead-man-walking spat at our girl.

      “He dies slowly,” Saint commanded, his golden eyes swirling with the promise of pain, torment, and an eternity in the darkest depths of Reformation.

      Adriel’s fingers twitched, morphing into bone-white claws as the man dared to drag his filthy Neanderthal knuckles up the side of Harlow’s breast. His form flickered from man to wraith and back again like a record skipping. He was at war with himself, at war with the command we’d been given not to intervene all those years ago, at war with the pulsing need to obliterate this worthless human from the world to such a degree that his soul would cease to exist altogether.

      When that piece of shit slammed our girl on the ground hard enough to give her a concussion, my chaos whipped like a hurricane around me. When he tugged down his zipper, ready to free his cock and brutalize our girl in the vilest way, when Harlow pled with us not to let him hurt her—and she was pleading with us, whether she realized it or not—every ounce of restraint we possessed disintegrated with her whimpered words, and we all exploded.

      The veil shredded like rotted fabric.

      “I’ll make it good for you,” the man said.

      Life, death, and the empty vastness of space reverberated through my words as I stepped through the shredded remains of the veil, ripping that piece of shit off of Harlow. “Actually, you won’t.”

      He screamed, bloodshot eyes widening at the four men appearing out of what must have looked like nothing at all as he tried to pull out of my grip. One moment he was alone with our girl, the next, he was staring his death in the face.

      “Who the fuck are you?” he spat, feigning bravado.

      But we knew the truth. His heart thrummed like a hummingbird’s wings, the scent of fear saturating the room like rotting fruit.

      “Who the fuck are you, pathetic human? How dare you touch her.” Saint’s golden eyes bled onyx, sucking all of the light from the room like a black hole in the depths of space.

      Raze stepped up beside him. Where Saint’s eyes were a void, Raze’s were an inferno. He prowled before Nathaniel Pike, the sharpened teeth of his beast mere centimeters from the man’s face.

      “We’re your death.”

      At the sight of those glowing red eyes and flesh-ripping teeth, Pike cried out.

      “I love when big bad men like you scream for me,” Raze purred, pulling his arm back and slamming his fist so hard into the man’s stomach that he gasped, all of the air knocked out of him. Tears pooled reflexively in his eyes as his mouth flapped, desperate to suck oxygen into his lungs.

      As Raze rained several more blows down on the human, Adriel ran to Harlow, who was still looking dazed on the floor. Tears streaked down her face, and her eyes were faintly unfocused, no doubt from the force of the blow she took when Pike threw her down. I shook with rage at the sight of her like that; she looked so much smaller and more fragile than she had in years.

      My fingers dug into Pike’s neck, and he screamed again.

      “You’re ok now,” Adriel murmured as he approached Harlow. He fell to his knees beside her, his hands outstretched, movements slow, making himself as unthreatening as possible.

      Only for her.

      Her wide, tear-filled silver eyes volleyed between Adriel and the rest of us, Pike forgotten for a moment as her brain tried to process seeing the men she’d believed were nothing more than manifestations of her subconscious standing before her. Real. And terrifying.

      We held a collective breath, my fingers cutting off Pike’s air supply to silence him.

      “I don’t…” She clutched her ripped shirt, tears tracking down her cheeks as she stared at Saint for several beats, no doubt replaying their time together, before turning back to Adriel. “You’re real?”

      “As real as you are. Come on, let’s get you up.” Adriel hooked his arms under shoulders and knees with the gentlest of touches and lifted her off the floor. He cradled her in his arms, breathing ragged as he tried to convince himself that she was alive, she was safe now, that she was ok. That tenuous grip he always held on himself was pulled tight as a drawn bow string, and it wouldn’t take much for him to snap.

      He carried her to a chair far enough away from Pike that the man couldn’t see her, then sank down on it with her still held to his chest.

      “Senator Pike,” Raze drawled as Adriel began checking her over, a killing calm settling over him now that he knew Harlow was safe. “My brothers and I have been watching you. You’re a naughty boy, aren’t you?” He ran a sharpened claw down Pike’s cheek, blood beading in its wake.

      The senator flinched, a whimper bringing a smile to Raze’s face.

      “You like ‘em young and vulnerable, don’t you, mate? Barely ripe for the picking, with daddy issues to spare, hm?” Raze studied Pike’s face, brows furrowing, unhappy with something. After a moment’s consideration, he ran his claw down the senator’s other cheek, creating a brutal kind of symmetry.

      “So careful to play by the letter of the law, you’ve never touched an underaged girl, but you sure don’t waste time once their birthdays come and go.” Raze pressed the sharp nail of his pointer finger to the underside of Pike’s chin, forcing the whimpering man to meet his gaze. “But you know how to manipulate them. How to put the pressure on just right when they start to second guess being with you. Does it turn you on to watch them cry as they suck your dick?”

      Rage and chaos whipped around me like a gale force wind and I tightened my grip on the human’s neck.

      “P-please,” he howled, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “No?” A snake slithered down Saint’s arm, part of his Chimera form, fangs dripping with venom as its tongue flicked in and out, scenting the man before it. “You gonna lie and say you weren’t about to hurt our girl, too?”

      Pike’s eyes searched for Harlow, as if she’d come to the fucker’s aid. As if he had any right to look at her.

      “You don’t look at her,” I boomed, voice reverberating. My own eyes slid to her, though. I was sure I’d see her cowering away from us, from the monsters we were, but I still had to see her. I had to know she was ok.

      Quicksilver eyes stared at me, at us, but beneath the lingering shock, it wasn’t fear I saw in those familiar depths.

      Raze clucked his tongue. “It’s rude not to answer when someone asks you a question.” He dug his nail into the fleshy part of Pike’s chin, blood dribbling down his finger.

      “We were only having fun. I’ve seen the way she looks at me, she made me think she wanted me.” His eyes were wide, frantically bouncing between Raze and the approaching snake.

      Saint began to shake, rage urging him to shift, but his eyes darted to Harlow. He was holding himself back. He didn’t want to scare her away, not when we’d just gotten her back for real.

      “This is all a big misunderstanding,” Pike cried.

      “You touched her.” Saint’s viper coiled then struck, pulling back with unearthly speed to reveal deep, angry punctures on Pike’s cheek. “You hurt her, and now you will fucking pay.”

      The human began to sob then, the sharp scent of piss filling the air.

      My grip tightened as he began to fight, kicking out at all of us. As if that would do a damned thing. As if we’d let even the most crippling pain keep us from avenging Harlow.

      “I am a US senator. You can’t do this!”

      Adriel let out a low, humorless laugh as he rose, gently setting Harlow down in the chair and ensuring she was ok before stalking over to join the rest of us. When he stood before the human, he let his form flicker. His face became a mask of death, eye sockets shrouded in stygian darkness that dripped down his cheeks, teeth sharp and straight, lips pulled back in a sneer. When he spoke, it was with the voice of a wraith—the jagged dissonance of a multitude crying out in agony.

      “We’re not bound by the rules and morality of your world. We are the keepers of souls, the scale on which your putrid spirit is weighed and measured, the torment or reward. You are nothing. Filth. Rot. It is our right to claim your soul, and we will.”

      “But no one said we couldn’t have a little fun while doing it,” Raze added, a wicked grin on his face.

      As the senator whimpered and shook in my grip, my eyes wandered to Harlow, who watched us all with wide, confused eyes. Her arms were wrapped around herself, as if she could hold all of her raw, splintering pieces together. She trembled, fear and adrenaline from being attacked still coursing through her veins.

      “One of you needs to get Harlow out of here,” I told my brothers while my eyes remained glued to her.

      “No,” she replied immediately. Though her voice tried to catch in her throat, though it wavered, I knew her well enough to recognize that she wouldn’t change her mind. She had her jaw set in that way that meant she was about to become an immovable force. “No, I’m staying.”

      Saint shared a loaded look with Adriel before walking away from the crying senator and approaching the woman none of us wanted to lose. And if she watched us torture and kill a man? Well, I didn’t see how we’d be able to keep her.

      His measured steps were slow, giving her plenty of time to back away, to stop if she began to show any fear of him. Kneeling in front of her, Saint gave her a melancholy smile. Harlow twisted her hands in her lap, stilling only when he wrapped his own around them. He scanned her face, her body, cataloging her injuries, checking over every inch before he spoke, his voice low and soothing. “Hey, pretty girl.”

      Harlow’s brows furrowed so deeply I wanted to cross the room and smooth them out. She chewed her lip as she studied the man before her, eyes taking in every last detail. “Saint?”

      “In the flesh,” he replied, giving her a grin that was aiming for cocky, but undershot it and fell squarely in the nervous category. “You all right?”

      “How are you here?” Her cheeks flushed pink, fingers twitched in her lap, like she wanted to reach out and touch him. To make sure her eyes weren’t playing tricks on her.

      “That is a long story, and I promise we’ll explain, but right now we need to take care of something.”

      “Kill him, you mean.”

      I watched her face, watched her for any sign that she was on the verge of freaking out, any sign that she would run from us. But she seemed eerily calm now that she was away from the man who’d tried to hurt her.

      “Yes, love. We’re going to kill him.”

      The senator sobbed at that, no doubt hearing the truth of the words as they fell without flourish or hesitation from Saint’s lips.

      She considered that for a moment, eyes never leaving Saint’s. “Is that really necessary?”

      “Yes,” I replied for him. “He’s buried people that have crossed him before. They’ve lost everything: their livelihoods, families, homes… What do you think he’d do to the girl he assaulted when he was drunk?”

      The human tried to deny it, tried to plead with Harlow, but I tightened my grip on his neck, and he clamped his mouth shut with a whimper.

      Her face crumpled, and I watched her cave in on herself. Her shoulders curled inward, eyes falling to her lap where Saint’s large hands covered hers, and her long hair fell in a curtain over her face. “I really thought something good was finally happening in my life.”

      The four of us stilled, our bodies fraught with the tension of knowing what she meant more intimately than she could imagine. We’d watched her struggle, watched her small body fight cancer as a child, seen the effects it had on her well into the age of maturity.

      Her body may have healed, but those emotional scars ran deep. And this fucker just added a jagged new wound that would no doubt result in a wicked scar of its own.

      “You have so much more going for you than you know, pretty girl.” Saint’s pale hair fell in his eyes as he stood, gently lifting her chin with a curved finger.

      “You people are fucking crazy.” The moment of silence was enough to have the human struggling in my grip again. Annoyance rolled over me, and I had to quell the rising urge to snap his neck and be done with it.

      But that would be entirely too quick for this filth.

      “How could you?” She looked over my shoulder, eyes glistening with tears landing on Pike as he twisted in my grip. Her voice was small, but unbending. “After everything I did for your campaign, after all of that hard work, I thought you respected me. How could you?”

      A dark, humorless laugh left his lips. He’d finally truly realized what we’d all known from the moment he touched her.

      He was going to die, and there was nothing he could do about it.

      With some humans, acknowledging their fragile mortality at its end point brought repentance; a desire to right their wrongs. One last ditch effort to save their souls from damnation. With others, it served as permission. They embraced their impending fate and gave their true selves the freedom to be as cruel and dark as they wanted. Imminent death meant they no longer had to hide the depth of their evil. I had a feeling Pike was going to fit squarely in the second category.

      The senator sneered at her. “I would have made you, made your career. So what if you would have had to suck my dick along the way? If you were half as smart as you think, you would have gone along with it. Hell, most of them end up liking it.”

      None of us missed the hurt that spidered like cracking glass through the normally steady silver of Harlow’s eyes. We all felt the stab of disappointment as it pierced that hopeful piece of her heart. The impossible piece she’d held on to, protected, and tended, even after all of the suffering, all of the trials, all of the pain she’d endured.

      “And then when I became president, you could have told all your stupid little housewife friends that you fucked the leader of the free world back in the day, when you still had your looks.” His tone was cruel, cold, and the bark of laughter he released at the end of his disgusting little speech made Harlow flinch.

      “You fucking piece of shit!” Raze shook with rage, his body rippling and contorting as he fought the shift.

      Normally, we had excellent control of our other forms and our power, but when Harlow was involved, everything hit harder, felt rawer, pushed the beasts up through our skin with shocking ease.

      We were gunpowder; she was the spark.

      Magic swirled like impenetrable smoke around Raze as his body broke and re-knit itself into a massive, deadly hound. Fur the color of grave-dirt stood on end as he snarled at the petrified human who was screaming now in a blind panic. Crimson eyes burned like hellfire, and the senator nearly fainted when Raze snapped his maw of deadly sharp teeth mere centimeters from his nose.

      “W-what the fuck are you?”

      Inky smoke, sharp like barbed wire but graceful as a bird in flight curled and danced off of my brother’s black fur as he circled the sobbing human.

      Harlow watched it all with wide, fascinated eyes.

      “You crazy bitch, this is all your fault!” the senator shouted when he managed to twist around enough to catch a glimpse of her in his periphery.

      Faster than a striking asp, Raze’s teeth embedded themselves on Pike’s forearm. The man screamed when his bones crunched and splintered in those powerful jaws. Raze’s hound grinned, blood dripping from his canines as he slowly added pressure, flesh shredding and bones pushing through the skin in his beast’s vice-like bite. Pike screamed even more when part of his arm hit the ground with a wet thwack.

      My brother gave me a look, and with a nod, I held tight to Pike, keeping him from dropping. Then Raze grabbed Pike’s mutilated severed hand in his jaws before going up on his hind legs, front paws balancing on the senator’s chest.

      The man couldn’t stop screaming, all of that bravado from a few moments ago completely gone. Just like his fucking hand, which Raze was taunting him with.

      “Holy shit,” Harlow murmured, wide eyes on Raze’s hound form. “It was you. You attacked Bettancourt.” She canted her head to the side and studied him. “Did you do that for me?”

      Her words drew Raze’s attention away from Pike, and he unceremoniously dropped the severed hand. Raze mirrored her movement, cocking his head to the side, ears twitching as he studied her, deciding if she’d let him go to her.

      In a vortex of magic and black smoke, Raze strode toward her in human form. She didn’t flinch away, didn’t cower, simply sat still and calm as he approached. As if some deep, eternal part of her recognized the truth we all knew as gospel.

      We’d sooner die than hurt this woman.

      “I did, love. He laid his filthy hand on you, so I took it from him.”

      She only hesitated for a moment, a mere fraction of a second, and then she rose on unsteady feet and hurtled into Raze’s arms.

      Shock froze my brother’s features for a beat, and then he was folding her into his arms, lifting her up to bury his face into her neck. I felt his relief, his joy at holding her, and I found myself growing impatient to do the same.

      But first we had a senator to kill.

      “I can’t believe you’re real,” she mumbled, voice muffled against his skin. “I thought I was going crazy.”

      “We’re real. We’re real and we’re here, and we’re never leaving you alone again.”

      Harlow’s body shook with the effort it took to hold in her emotions, but still a soft sob broke free.

      The four of us let out a collective exhalation. She wasn’t running from us. She didn’t look at us like we were monsters. Let’s hope she felt the same after blood was spilled.

      “We need to take care of this and then wipe all evidence from the security cameras and get the hell out of here. We can’t risk Harlow being blamed for this.” Adriel’s words broke through the moment, and my brothers and I shared a look.

      “Are you sure you won’t let us take you away from here? You can’t unsee what we’re about to do.”

      I couldn’t tell if Adriel wanted her to agree to let one of us take her away, or if he hoped she’d choose to stay.

      “No. I’m in this, whether I like it or not.”

      Raze grinned, still holding onto her. “Bloodthirsty little thing.”

      Pike began to sag in my arms, blood loss making him drift toward unconsciousness. “Then let’s get this done, because he doesn’t have forever. He’s bleeding out.”

      “Your turn, Shade. Don’t want to deprive you and Adriel of your pound of flesh in case he checks out of the party sooner than we’d like.” Saint wandered over to where Raze held Harlow, his eyes golden again, his fingers twisting in her long hair without thought.

      Her eyelids grew heavy at the touch, and my mind flashed with images of those eyes wide with terror such a short time ago. Chaos built in my veins, like an engine revving, storm clouds gathering.

      Pike must have felt the shift in the room, the static charge that was electrifying the very air itself because he began to whimper and plead for mercy.

      Bolts of electricity sang over his skin—harsh, powerful currents—leaving spidery burn marks down the length of his body. His spine arched, body taut as every muscle in his body contracted. Pike’s teeth clenched together so hard I heard one crack, and an inhuman keening sound tore from him.

      As his body spasmed and shook, I invaded his mind, filling it with shadows and terror. I poured the emotions his victims must have felt into his skull and grinned with satisfaction when tears streamed down his face. He’d feel every moment of terror as if he were living it. I could cram a lifetime of torment in a single moment, tricking the brain into believing that years were passing. I fabricated a whole life for the senator full of so much agony, so much disappointment, so much powerlessness that he’d beg for death when I released him.

      When his pulse grew weak, I pulled back abruptly, forcing his consciousness to slam into the here and now like a fifty foot drop onto jagged rock. Releasing my grip, the man fell to the floor in a sobbing heap.

      “Please,” he begged, “please, stop.”

      “No, I don’t think we will,” Adriel growled, his form shifting fully into his wraith. Standing over the man who’d hurt Harlow, Adriel was a vision of death. Darkness and shadows clung to him like a shroud, his body becoming ghostly pale as he grew in size. In moments, he loomed over Pike, standing almost seven feet tall.

      “What was it you said to Harlow? Ah, right. I’ll make it good for you.”

      Bending down, Adriel wrapped a bony hand around Pike’s throat, lifting him in the air as if he weighed nothing. As the human sputtered and gasped for breath, Adriel’s lips drew back in a sneer, sharp teeth glinting in the fluorescent light.

      “Do you want to see what awaits you when we claim your soul, rat?” He locked eyes with the human then, pulling him into the pitch black depths where Adriel would show the senator the fate waiting for him in Reformation.

      “No,” the human sobbed, his voice raspy and broken. His mouth opened in a silent scream as he watched the torment that would become his daily reality flicker like shadows and dark promise in Adriel’s eyes. “No, God, no!”

      “God has nothing to do with what waits for you, human,” Adriel promised with a grin. He filled the man’s head with visions for a few more moments before pulling his power back.

      All of the color had drained from Pike’s face, and it wasn’t only from the blood loss. Adriel could siphon life with a mere touch, and he’d taken years from the man.

      He turned to me. “Shall we?”

      Pike was still sobbing, though his body had weakened severely. He tried to turn his head in a final, futile attempt to find someone to help him, anyone, when his eyes landed on Harlow, and she flinched in Raze’s arms.

      “I told you not to fucking look at her!” Fueled with rage, I reached out my hand and pressed my palm to Nathaniel Pike’s forehead as power poured out of me.

      An inhuman scream rent the night as Pike’s eyes began to smoke and burn, quickly becoming unseeing coals inside charring eye sockets. He clawed at them with his remaining hand, the skin flaking off in blackened, papery wisps as Adriel laughed.

      He’d never lay eyes on our girl again, not in his last moments. Never again.

      The cloying scent of burning flesh fell heavy in the room, and the sounds of agony spilling from Pike—which would normally be as pleasing as the finest symphony, when pulled from such a putrid soul—pissed me the hell off. I wanted to be done with him. I wanted to end him so that I could pull Harlow into my arms, to take her away from all of this.

      I gave Adriel a brusque nod, then my brother’s hand was punching through the senator’s rib cage. The human screamed, his body arching in my hold, then stilling when Adriel pulled his bony hand free, dripping crimson, gripping Pike’s still-beating heart.

      “Your soul is ours,” Adriel intoned.

      I let Pike’s empty husk crumple to the ground in a pool of sticky scarlet then waved a hand to remove all traces of the man from me and Adriel.

      I couldn’t hold our girl covered in another man’s blood.

      Turning slowly, heart hammering in my chest, my gaze was met by the most stunning silver irises. My eyes may hold galaxies, but hers held the sum of my life—past, present, and future—and they were set on me as she wriggled out of Raze’s hold.

      I stilled, afraid to spook her as she took tentative steps toward me, never dropping my gaze. Her eyes were still red from crying, still a bit glazed over and wide. Everything inside of me seized, my breath captive within sealed lungs as I searched her face. She was in shock—that much was obvious—and she hadn’t even begun to let herself acknowledge or process what had happened here tonight. But we’d help her through that. What I needed to know, what had my chaos writhing and pulsing and fighting to erupt from my skin, was if she’d let us.

      We’d held back, my brothers and I. Given more time, we would have prolonged Pike’s torture, drawn it out over days, or even weeks. It would have been brutal and merciless and no piece of that man would have been left unbroken. But even holding back, I knew what we must have looked like. Especially to a terrified mortal woman.

      Devils, demons, monsters.

      If she feared us, feared me, there was every chance it would obliterate my heart.

      So I held my breath and waited as she crossed the remaining distance between us.

      When she stopped before me, she reached out with an open, steady hand, and rising up on her toes, pressed it to my cheek.

      The earth paused its orbit, holding its breath with me as she opened her mouth.

      “Hi, Shade.”
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      The men I’d been dreaming about my entire life were real.

      I ran my palm along Shade’s cheek, blocking everything else out as I let myself explore him. I didn’t let myself think about how close I’d come to becoming an all-too-common statistic, or about the way my nose itched and burned from the smoke of charred human flesh. I didn’t want to acknowledge any of it, so instead I marveled at the soft scratch of stubble along his jaw, the smooth texture of his rich, brown skin.

      His eyes fell shut as he leaned into my touch, this powerful man sighing at contact with me.

      And the craziest thing was, despite the aftershocks of terror that vibrated within my bones, I felt powerful, in that moment, too. It was like the air itself had become charged with their otherworldly might the minute they walked in the room, and my body soaked it up like a desert soaks up water in monsoon season. It was surreal, consuming, and a part of me expected to wake up at any moment, because this had to be a dream.

      And after greedily drinking their strength and the safety they offered, I couldn’t even find it in me to care that my boss lay dead and mutilated at my feet, couldn’t find it in my heart to feel anything but relief that he couldn’t hurt me or anyone else again. Their presence formed a dam, keeping all of the horror at bay, at least for a time. I was sure I’d have nightmares about what I’d witnessed, about what he’d tried to do to me, but right now?

      Right now I needed answers.

      “I’ve missed you so fucking much,” Shade said, voice barely more than a hushed whisper.

      Then his hands were snaking around my waist, pulling me tight to his chest as he bent down to hug me. I melted into him, trying to figure out why each of these men felt like home. I’d just watched them brutally kill someone, watched them transform into monstrous things, yet their touch chased all of that fear and pain away.

      I was definitely fucked up in the head, but that was a problem for future Harlow, because present Harlow couldn’t get enough of them.

      “I need to wipe the camera footage from this building and every building in a ten block radius so no one can tie you to this,” Shade murmured in my ear. “And then we’re going to take you home.”

      I stiffened, my heart racing at the thought of being alone, of being separated from them again. “You’re not going to leave, are you?”

      The massive man pulled away enough to look me in the eyes. “No. Never again.”

      The worry I’d been carrying bled out of me, and Shade gave me a knowing look.

      “Why don’t you go join the others? I’ll need to focus to do this correctly, and having your body pressed against mine isn’t going to let me do that.”

      Heat rushed to my cheeks and my eyes went to the floor, unsure of how to react to a statement like that. Shade chuckled.

      “C’mere, princess.” Saint was by my side a moment later, twining his fingers with mine before tugging me back to where Raze and Adriel also stood.

      I let my eyes rove over them. With them standing here, in the flesh, it was like bits and pieces of the hazy moments we’d shared together in my dreams began to solidify into technicolor memories.

      They hedged me in, some part of each of them touching me, and nothing had ever felt so comforting, so right. We stood silent while Shade closed his eyes, fingers twitching a bit at his side.

      “When he says he’s going to wipe all of the cameras in a ten block radius…”

      Raze chuckled, understanding my unasked question. “Shade’s chaos magic is incredibly powerful. He can do almost anything, really. Right now, he’s tapping into every device, wiping all traces of you. The amazing part is that he’s not simply erasing all of the footage, he’s altering it. Completely cutting you out of it.”

      My mouth fell open. “That’s…”

      “Incredible, right?” Saint rested a hand on my hip, his chest pressed against my back, supporting me.

      Adriel pulled my other hand into his on my left. “It will ensure that the human authorities have no reason to suspect that you were anywhere nearby. They’ll watch the footage and see only Pike entering the building. They’ll have nothing to go on, and we don’t need to worry about removing any trace of you because you work here. They’ll find your DNA all over the place along with every other person who works in the building.” His eyes scanned the area where Pike had pushed me down onto the floor, double checking that I hadn’t bled on the carpet.

      My stomach lurched when I glanced at the mangled corpse mere feet away. “What are we going to do with the body?” I expected them to tell me that Shade would be able to magic that away, too.

      Raze’s answer was instant. “We’re not going to do anything.”

      I turned to him with wide eyes. “What do you mean, we’re not going to do anything with it?

      He shrugged as if it were obvious. “If the police never find a body, chances are they’ll pry more deeply into everyone’s lives than they will if they find him murdered. And a murder like this? They’ll be looking for some kind of political nut job who’s posted hate speech about the senator online, on political forums, that kind of thing. It will look like the work of a fanatic.”

      “I can’t believe this is really happening.” I let myself lean back into Saint’s broad chest. My breathing was faster than normal, but my tears had dried.

      “You’re taking all of this much better than we thought you would,” he murmured, breath fanning my neck.

      A fatalistic giggle tumbled out of me. “I’m not crazy. I really thought I was starting to lose it, to see things that weren’t there. You guys showing up proves that I’m not. Am I going to need therapy after tonight? Absolutely. Will that therapy be for slowly losing my mind? Nope. Nope, it won’t. Plus, I might be in a little bit of shock.”

      Saint’s arm wrapped around my waist. “We’re sorry we made you think you were losing your mind, pretty girl.”

      “Why did you wait so long to show yourselves to me?”

      “That is a very long, very complicated story that we can’t completely tell you,” Shade replied, walking toward us. “But for now, let’s get you out of here.”

      Magic swirled around Shade as he stopped before me. “Try not to hold your breath.”

      “What?” I asked, alarmed. And then everything shimmered. The world pressed in on me, like I was everywhere and nowhere all at once. My body went cold, tingles spreading across my limbs.

      Shade’s hand’s held my face, his eyes alight with power. “Breathe, sweetheart.”

      Then all of the pressure subsided and we were standing in my living room. “How the hell…?”

      Raze chuckled, squeezing my hand. “Told you, love. Shade’s ridiculously powerful.”

      My eyes were probably wide as saucers as I peered up at the man. “You just portaled us into my living room.”

      A grin softened his masculine features. “Sorry, I should have warned you, but sometimes it’s easier if you’re not bracing yourself for it.”

      “Oh my God, this is all so surreal.” I tugged my hands from Raze and Adriel’s and stumbled across the room, flopping gracelessly onto my couch.

      They all watched me like they were afraid I would break at any moment, like they were waiting for me to devolve into a full blown panic attack. And maybe I would, later. Shock is a funny thing.

      Adriel slowly crossed the room, perching on the edge of the couch beside me. “You ok?”

      With my head thrown back against the couch, I sucked in a deep breath. “I really don’t know how to answer that.”

      And I didn’t. I may not have been having a panic attack, but my mind was a vortex of confusion as I tried to figure out what was real and what was fantasy. How many of the unexplainable or strange things in my life had been them? How many of my dreams had been real?

      Heat pooled in my belly as I recalled the dream with Saint, the way his mouth felt on my pussy, the way his hands had touched me so reverently. Suddenly my dream man’s refusal to fuck me made so much more sense, and I groaned as embarrassment and panic flooded me. It felt like he was into what we were doing in that dream, but was he? Had I made him touch me against his will? Was I no better than Pike?

      “Fuck.” I wrapped my arms around my chest, unable to open my eyes and look at him as I asked the question whose answer I was terrified to hear. “Saint? That dream a few nights ago… That was real wasn’t it?”

      The soft shuffle of feet moving across the carpet had my heart pounding wildly in my chest. Would he hate me?

      “It’s kinda hard to explain how it works, but yeah. That was real.”

      The gentlest brush of fingers along my cheekbone made my heart pound for an entirely different reason.

      “Look at me, pretty girl.”

      Sucking in a shuddering breath, I cracked my eyes open and was immediately arrested by the shimmering gold of Saint’s gaze.

      “You better not be feeling ashamed of that. You were dreaming.” His lips curved up in a wicked grin. “And I was willing.”

      Oh, fuck me.

      “Oh, my God.” I burned with a confusing mixture of shame and lust.

      “None of that now,” Saint said, picking me up off of the couch in a fluid motion before settling down on the soft cushions with me cradled in his lap.

      “There’s a lot you don’t know, and a lot we can’t tell you yet, but I promise you that I wanted every minute of what happened in that dream. Hell, I wanted more, but I wasn’t going to cross that line with you if you didn’t realize you were crossing it.”

      I met his gaze and was floored by the emotions I saw there. Heat and affection and devotion… Saint looked at me like I was precious to him. “I really don’t understand any of this,” I admitted.

      “We know,” Adriel said with a sigh beside us.

      Raze and Shade settled into the other chairs in my living room. A room which suddenly felt much smaller with four massive men filling it.

      “What we can tell you is that we know you, Harlow Devlin. Probably better than you know yourself right now,” Raze assured me with his musical, faintly British accent.

      “Why can’t you just tell me everything?”

      Saint’s hands trailed up and down my sides. “There’s so much more at play than you realize. I know it’s frustrating to be kept in the dark, and I know it means nothing when we say that we would tell you if we could…”

      I growled, finding my emotions swinging with hair-trigger volatility after everything. “Then what the hell can you tell me?”

      “That you’ve never been alone.” Shade’s voice was unwavering. “Not ever. Not when you were a kid in pain, cancer tearing through your body, not as a teenager trying to figure out how to fit in after being sequestered away for so much of your childhood, not as an adult who was never treated the way you should have been by the assholes you dated.”

      I had dated my fair share of assholes. But they’d been there for all of that? “Are you guys my guardian angels or something?”

      Raze laughed, rich and deep. “Oh, love, we are most definitely not angels. But your guardians? Always.”

      “God, this is all hurting my brain.” I wriggled off of Saint’s lap and settled between him and Adriel so I could see all of the guys. A yawn ripped from me, the events of the day wearing on me now that I was crashing off all the adrenaline that had been flowing through me for the last hour.

      “You’re tired,” Adriel said, rising from beside me. “It’s been a long day, and I think you’re in shock. Why don’t you get some sleep and we can talk more about all of this in the morning?”

      Sudden fear of being left alone with my memories of tonight’s events sliced through me, and my voice shook as I spoke. “If you think I’m going to go lie in my bed and let you all disappear, you’re crazy.”

      Adriel’s eyes softened. “We told you, Harlow. We’re not going anywhere.”

      “Give me a minute,” Shade said, rising and walking into my bedroom.

      I tracked his movements. “What’s he doing?”

      Raze grinned. “Working his magic.”

      “What?”

      “Patience, princess. You never have been good with surprises.”

      The way they talked to me—like we’d always been together, like they’d known me for an eternity—was so comforting yet so depressing at the same time. I couldn’t help wondering what my life would have been like if I’d known they were real. If I’d known I could turn to them when I was scared or alone, even as a teenager or an adult when I reasoned their existence away as nothing more than coping mechanisms.

      I wanted to know everything they did, and I didn’t give a damn if there were things they weren’t supposed to tell me. This was my life, and I deserved answers, didn’t I?

      “I see those wheels turning,” Adriel murmured in my ear. “We’ll tell you everything when the time is right. You just have to trust us, Harlow.”

      I turned, finding his face so close to mine that I could have shifted a fraction of an inch and kissed him. The thought made my breath hitch. He was brutally beautiful, my dark protector. “I want to trust you, I do. And my gut tells me I can, it’s just…”

      “A lot to wrap your head around,” he finished for me, gaze falling on my parted lips.

      “Yeah.” Feeling suddenly parched, my tongue darted out to wet my lips and Adriel groaned, shifting on the couch.

      “We’ve got all the time in the world.” Slowly, like I was a horse that might spook, Adriel lifted a hand and brushed my hair back from my face and over my shoulder, his hand lingering on my neck.

      “It’s ready,” Shade called from my bedroom.

      “C’mon, princess. Let’s get you to bed.”
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      The guys followed me to my room, but I stopped in the doorway with a gasp. Shade stood in the middle of what had previously been a small room barely big enough for my queen sized bed, a dresser and a hamper.

      That room was gone.

      “How….?” I gaped at the massive space that looked like something out of a fantasy book; a castle room fit for a princess, and every other thought evaporated right out of my head.

      The dingy carpet had been replaced by warm, well-worn wood. There was a stone fireplace with several brocade arm chairs clustered around it on the wall opposite a massive canopy bed draped with sheer panels of ivory fabric. It looked like the bed from my dream with Saint, and a flush crept up my chest.

      Several plush oriental rugs overlapped one another to fill the space, and a beautiful vanity sat beside a door that opened up into a closet half the size of what my bedroom had been. Clothes hung on the racks, a mixture of mine and what I could only assume were the guys’.

      “How?” I asked again breathlessly, turning to Shade. It was beautiful. Absolutely perfect. But I couldn’t wrap my mind around the changes. My apartment was small, and the building itself was old and modest. Even if Shade had knocked down the walls to all of the other units on the third floor, I didn’t think it would have ended up this size.

      My attention was pulled upward, noticing the vaulted ceilings for the first time.

      “Magic,” he replied with a soft smile, crossing the room to stand before me. “Do you like it?”

      “Like it? This is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen!”

      “I figured we’d need some more space since we’re here now.”

      Tears welled in my eyes. All of this was crazy, I knew that. But I also knew that they weren’t lying when they said they’d always been there. I remembered enough to recognize the truth of it. And even if I hadn’t, there was the inexplicable comfort I felt in their presence, the sense that I was exactly where I was meant to be. That wasn’t a sensation I’d ever experienced before. Not even with my parents, not to this degree.

      “You’re really staying? Don’t you have lives that you need to get back to?”

      Adriel shrugged. “There are things we’ll need to do, business we need to attend to that will pull us away from you on occasion, but as far as things we need to get back to? No. There’s nothing more important than you.”

      My heart squeezed in my chest. I didn’t understand their devotion to me, but I wouldn’t reject it, either.

      “Come on, pretty girl. Go get changed and ready for bed.” Saint gave my shoulders a squeeze and steered me toward the massive closet. “Do you want me to draw you a bath?”

      “I wish,” I replied. “I only have a tiny little shower.” My eyes widened as I ran my gaze over the four of them, doing the math. “Oh, shit, you guys are barely going to fit in that thing.”

      Saint grinned. “Didn’t you notice the door next to this one?”

      “What?” I hadn’t. There were too many things to take in, my mind was too chaotic, and I’d completely missed it.

      “Grab something to wear to bed and I’ll show you.”

      I hurried to pull a cami and pair of sleep shorts out of the top drawer of an elegant wooden dresser that held all of my panties, bras, and pajamas. I’d stop to wonder how they got there later. Clutching them to my chest, I followed a grinning Saint to a door right next to the closet, and was struck speechless by what was behind it.

      Ornate tiles the color of emeralds gleamed along the floor and continued up the walls. To the right was a modern glass walled shower, a double sink, and toilet. But that wasn’t what had my mouth falling open.

      In the center of the room was a large roman-style bath built directly into the floor. Crystal-clear water filled the circular pool, steam wafting off the surface of it. A tiled bench sat below the water, and there was a basket full of salts and soaps beside it, along with a stack of fluffy towels.

      “Oh my God.”

      “Is it ok?” Shade asked from behind me, his voice quiet.

      Turning to him, I struggled to form words. “I never want to leave.”

      I was rewarded by the most beautiful smile, and I couldn’t help it. I closed the distance between us, wrapped my arms around his neck, and pressed my face into his chest. He held me like he knew how fragile this moment of peace and distraction he’d created was, how fragile I was. And if he noticed the silent tears that again leaked out of my eyes, he didn’t say anything. He just ran a gentle hand over my hair, whispering nonsense words of comfort in my ear.

      “You should get ready for bed,” he finally murmured. “After everything that happened tonight, your body and mind need to be able to shut down and rest.”

      As if the words opened my awareness to it, I realized how heavy my limbs felt, how filled with static and unrest my mind was. Suddenly, climbing into bed and letting everything fall away sounded like the best idea in the world.

      I pulled back from the warm expanse of Shade’s chest. “I think you’re right.”

      “Will you be ok to get ready in here alone, love?” Raze scanned my face for signs of an impending breakdown, then moved to my body, like he had to reassure himself that I was all right, that I was safe. That they’d gotten there in time.

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’ll be fine.”

      “We’ll be right outside the door if you need us,” he promised, letting his fingers skim down my arm as he passed by.

      “I’ll be out in a minute,” I reassured them, gently closing the door before sagging back against it. And with all of those massive men out of the room—no more otherworldly eyes and familiar features to study and distract me—it was all too easy for my thoughts to turn to Pike.

      Flashes of terror forced my eyes to close and my breath to turn ragged. Pike’s hands on me, hurting me. The way my skin had crawled at his touch. The desperation I felt as he pinned me to the ground, as I screamed for help. Some part of me must have known they’d answer, right?

      And then the relief that washed over me when they broke through, when they ripped Pike off of me and made him pay. The relief that I wouldn’t have to endure the horrifying things he’d planned to do to me, or the permanent, violent gouges those acts would have left in my soul.

      My mind whirred as I struggled to make sense of everything, to sort through the rubble and carnage of the night. My therapist would go wild trying to psychoanalyze me right now.

      But I could never speak to her or anyone else about this.

      Not only would I probably go to jail as an accessory to murder, but I’d most likely get locked up in a psych hospital, too. Because who in the hell would believe me if I said four men I’d thought were imaginary stepped out of some dark portal, saved my life, and ripped my boss’s heart right out of his chest. Oh, and that, rather than be horrified by that fact, there was a very prominent part of me that was pleased by it.

      I padded over to the gilded mirrors that hung above the sinks, despite worrying that I’d see a stranger staring back at me. Would she look like a victim or a monster? Or would she still be me, just altered in some indefinable way?

      Wide, wild silver eyes peered back at me. Still human, still a fighter, but a little more haunted. Shadows lingered in those eyes now, if you looked long enough. The kind of shadows that sometimes cloud a survivor’s eyes in vulnerable moments.

      My hair was a tangled mess, and I winced when I ran my brush through it, the bristles dragging over tender flesh that would likely be bruised tomorrow. Still, I didn’t stop brushing it until each knot was released and it cascaded smoothly down my back.

      But it was the torn shirt and my black lace bra that made my body still even as my heart raced like a panicked animal in my chest. He’d done that. He’d tried to rip my life and soul open and take whatever he wanted without a thought or care, the same way he’d ripped my shirt from my chest.

      With shaking hands, I peeled the ruined garment from my shoulders, letting it puddle on the floor when it slipped from my fingers. I’d chosen that shirt with such care before the news conference.

      It felt like ages ago. An entire lifetime ago.

      And then I couldn’t bear to have a single piece of fabric on my body that he’d touched, and I yanked and tugged and tore at my bra, my pants, my panties, until I’d stripped myself free of them. Standing naked in front of the mirrors, I decided I’d throw all of them away. They’d never mar my skin again.

      I stared at myself for a few minutes longer, then shook my head, like that could clear away the heavy thoughts or the panic and worry that swirled and eddied in my skull. But it would take more than a few minutes, more than the symbolic shedding of my clothes to clear all of that away. So instead, I focused on what I could do.

      I could wash my face, I could pull on the soft pajamas, I could brush my teeth. I could gather the discarded cloth at my feet and shove it as far down into the trashcan as it would go. And then I could open that door and let myself draw strength from four deadly men who had ripped through the darkness to save me.

      So that’s what I did.

      Sucking in a deep, fortifying breath as my hand lingered on the doorknob, I pushed it open to find them waiting for me, all with varying expressions of tense worry. The men who had always been there, even when I couldn’t see them.

      “Come on,” Shade rumbled, his magic responding to the tension limning my features. “You’ve had a long, traumatic day. You need to rest before your body shuts down and forces the issue.” He crossed to me, his palm resting on my lower back ever so lightly.

      Comforting warmth spread through me at his touch, and I let him guide me to the bed. He pulled back the layers of soft, velvety blankets, motioning for me to get in. So I did.

      My knees sunk into the plush pillow-top mattress as I crawled into the middle. It felt like the bed was trying to pull me in, deep into its embrace.

      “Comfortable?”

      I could only nod.

      “I’m going to make sure everything’s secure,” Adriel announced, though his eyes said he didn’t want to walk away even for a moment. But after everything that had happened tonight, I felt better knowing he was making sure I was safe.

      “I don’t want you guys sleeping on the floor,” I blurted out.

      Saint studied me, his brows furrowed. “You sure?”

      I nodded. “And I’m not sure I can be alone right now.”

      The three of them shared a look, then began climbing into bed. Saint ended up on my right, Shade on my left, and Raze settled in next to Saint. When Adriel strode back into the room, he rolled his eyes, but climbed in next to Shade without complaint.

      None of them touched me, giving me plenty of room, but I still felt their warmth. They radiated it.

      Shade snapped his fingers and the lights went out, dousing the room in darkness. As we lay there, everyone quiet, I realized that the reason I’d never felt afraid of the dark—the reason I’d always embraced it—was probably thanks to the four men spread out around me.

      “I’m sorry we didn’t stop him before he hurt you.” Adriel’s voice was quiet and steeped with regret when he broke the silence. “We shouldn’t have let him touch you.”

      We were all quiet for a moment.

      “You can’t protect me from everything,” I finally said. “And I want to be given the chance to fight for myself, at least when I can. I’m sure that sounds stupid, but it’s important to me.”

      Saint’s hand found mine under the covers. “Not stupid at all. We’ve always admired that about you, as infuriating as it can sometimes be.”

      “You talk like you’ve always known me.” The last word came out distorted as I yawned.

      “Because we have,” was Adriel’s quiet reply.

      I mulled over his words, the depth of emotion behind them, and the way that I still felt like I was missing something. But as tired as I was, exhaustion dulling my mind, I knew I’d never unravel the mystery of it all tonight.

      “Thank you for saving me.”

      “We’ll always save you,” Raze replied. “There’s nothing in this realm or the next that could stop us from coming for you when you need us.”

      I shivered at the dark promise of those words and knew why the night never felt menacing like it did for so many others. Because I’d spent my life with four protectors who were so at home in the darkness that even shadows obeyed them. Because on some level, I’d always know they were there, watching over me.

      The night felt like home because that was where they were.

      “Go to sleep,” Shade murmured beside me, his fingers beginning to glide through my hair.

      So I closed my eyes and embraced the night, falling effortlessly into sleep.
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      I didn’t dream of them that night. Maybe it was because they were right beside me, maybe it was because I was exhausted and had just gone through something wildly traumatic. Whatever the reason, I woke up rested enough to truly feel the crushing weight of what had happened the night before.

      Kind of like the crushing weight of the bodies pressing into me on all sides. Apparently their resolve to give me space flew out the window in their sleep, because Saint and Shade were cocooning me, and there were hands all over my waist, my hips, my shoulders.

      My breathing began to grow rough and jagged.

      Oh, God. Pike was dead. We killed a US senator.

      I was going to go to jail for the rest of my life. They’d find out, and they wouldn’t care that I wasn’t the one who hurt him, who killed him. They’d still lock me up. They’d lock me up and my cancer would come back, and I’d wither away in some prison hospital, my mom and dad too ashamed of me to visit, and I’d die alone and in pain.

      My parents. What would they say when they found out what I’d done? That I stood there and watched as four sexy psychos ripped a man to shreds. That I felt satisfaction as I watched them do it more than I felt any kind of horror because they did it to protect me, to defend me. They did it because they’ve always been there, watching over me like dark knights on shadowy horses.

      What would Becks and Seth say? Would they blame me? Seth warned me about Pike again and again, but did I listen? Of course not. And now, here we are. All of us jobless, the state senator-less, and I was going to jail.

      Oh, God. Oh God, oh God, oh God.

      “Breathe, princess.” Saint’s whispered words startled me enough to pull me out of my panic spiral, and I jumped. His hand was rubbing circles along my back, and he breathed deeply behind me as if to guide my own to a less erratic pace. “Just breathe, you’re all right.”

      “How am I all right?” I choked out, a tear slipping down my face. “I’m going to end up in jail. Someone is going to find out what I did.”

      “And what is it you think you did?”

      “It’s my fault that Pike is dead!”

      Four deadly growls vibrated through the mattress, through my very bones.

      “It is Pike’s fault that he’s dead,” Shade said, drawing my gaze. “You didn’t ask to be attacked. You didn’t ask to be assaulted. He made the choices that led to his demise, not you. You didn’t do anything but fight back and defend yourself.”

      Adriel sat up, those deep onyx eyes pinning me in place. “And you didn’t kill him. We did.”

      Despite their reassurances, despite Saint’s hand on my back, I couldn’t breathe. I tried to suck in oxygen, but my throat felt like it was closing. Faster and faster I gulped in breaths, and panic began to tingle up and down my spine.

      I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe!

      Wide-eyed and spiraling, I clawed at my throat.

      “Harlow.” Adriel knelt before me on the bed. “I need you to breathe for me. Deep breaths, baby.” His hands cupped my face, so gentle and reverent, so at odds with the brutality he displayed last night when dealing with Pike.

      Fuck. Pike.

      Visions of his bloodied body flashed like a horrifying strobe in my mind. I’d felt so calm last night, so focused on the four men gathered around me, but I must have been in shock, because it was all hitting me like a speeding train right now.

      “Look at me,” Adriel crooned, his nose so close to mine. “Look at me, ok? Deep breaths in and out, you can do this.” He grabbed my hand, placing my palm over his heart, letting me feel the rhythmic hum of it, the steady rise and fall of his breathing.

      Tears streamed down my face. I wanted to breathe, I did, but I was being crushed by the weight of what we’d done. That, and Pike’s lifeless eyes stared at me with silent accusations every time I blinked.

      “Harlow Devlin. This is not what does you in, do you understand? That piece of shit was hurting you. He was trying to rape you.” The word sounded like it physically hurt Adriel to say. “Do you think he would have let you live after that?”

      Would he have tried to kill me? I didn’t know. I didn’t know anything, anymore.

      The phantom sensation of his hands on my body, of his weight over me, pushing me down, made bile rise in my throat. Never in a million years did I think something like this would happen to me. But then, no one ever does, do they?

      “You did what you had to do to survive, and we did what we had to do to protect you. We will always do whatever it takes to protect you, do you understand?”

      He tipped my tear-streaked face up to his, those onyx eyes glittering with surety and fierce protectiveness. I couldn’t claim to understand why they’d kill for me, but I believed him that they would. That they had. I believed that they felt I was worth killing for.

      “We’ll get through this. Together.”

      Adriel rested his forehead on mine, and my eyelids fluttered closed. I felt them all press in around me as I sobbed uncontrollably. I hated that I was breaking in front of these men that I didn’t understand. Hated the weakness they’d seen from me over the last twelve hours or so. I was used to getting through things on my own, and even though a part of me craved their reassuring touches and gentle words, there was a bigger part that was terrified that I’d let them in, begin to count on them, and then they’d disappear back into the night, figments of my imagination once again.

      I was tired of being alone, but terrified of truly letting anyone else in.

      Strong arms scooped me up, pressing me into a chest that smelled like wildfire. Raze. My mind flashed to that God-awful dream I had about finding out I couldn’t have children, Raze’s scent calling it up. He’d held me then, too. This wasn’t the first time he’d helped hold my broken pieces together.

      He cradled me in his lap, my feet off to one side, my hands scrabbling for something to hold, but he was shirtless.

      “Hey, hey, you’re ok.”

      My arms looped around his neck as he shifted us, and my tears wet his skin. I pressed my face into his chest as his hand stroked up and down my back, his lips feathering kisses along my forehead.

      “I’ll hold the pieces together, Lo,” he whispered, repeating his promise from my dream. “You’re safe. You’re ok. I’ve got you.”

      Another kiss on my forehead had my breathing evening out, my body no longer shaking quite so violently. I drew in a ragged breath, the scent of Raze wrapping around me, grounding me, shielding me.

      “Good girl. Focus on your breathing. Feel my chest rise and fall against yours, and try to match my breath.” The musical quality of his voice and accent further calmed me, as did the warm, solid walls of muscle that had cocooned me in their support.

      “That’s our girl,” Saint crooned beside me.

      It took me a few more minutes, but eventually my breathing calmed and the tears stopped falling. Still, I remained with my face pressed into Raze’s chest. I didn’t want to face them, to see the pity in their eyes. I’d well and truly freaked out, and embarrassment heated my cheeks.

      “Let me have her,” Saint said, earning a grunt from Raze, and then I was being lifted off of Raze’s lap and deposited in Saint’s.

      He wrapped his arms around me as I nestled into his hold. “All of this is a lot, isn’t it?”

      I nodded against him.

      “And we’ve come barging into your life as if you should remember us. We’ve been here all along, and sometimes that makes it easy for us to forget that you didn’t know we were with you.” His fingers traced my jaw. “I’m sorry for that.

      I shrugged, my throat too tight to attempt to speak.

      “We’re treating you like you remember everything…” His voice trailed off, arms tightening around me. “It’s going to be hard to take things slow with you, pretty girl, to start all over as if we don’t have years of history between us.” Saint’s voice wavered, then he was sucking in a deep breath.

      I suppose we did have years of history between us, in a way, if they’d been protecting me since I was a little girl.

      “But you don’t have the memories we do, and we can’t ignore that. So we’re going to do what we should have done from the get-go. We’re going to start at the beginning.” He pulled back from me just enough to meet my gaze, his lips tilting up in a tentative smile.

      “Hi, I’m Saint. I’m a chimera, Gemini, and I think that smooth jazz has no place except in the deepest bowels of hell. It’s really nice to meet you.”
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      My heart shredded as I watched Harlow fall apart. Saint was right, we’d fucked up last night. Not by killing Pike—that fucker had it coming and I think Harlow knew it—but by climbing into bed with Harlow like it was no big deal.

      We should have realized that she was in shock. Should have seen that she hadn’t let herself feel or process anything that had happened, not that she’d really had the time. So much had happened, and we’d treated her like she had all of the information, like she knew everything we did.

      But she didn’t.

      We’d have to find a way to give her some answers today, have to give her a chance to get to know us again, and we’d have to give her as much space as she needed to come to terms with all of it.

      It would be torture, but maybe it could be good, too. We’d all fucked up in the past, and now here we were, getting a second chance at everything with her.

      The watery chuckle she let out when Saint introduced himself to her like some tool on an old human dating show had my lips tugging up at the corners. He always could make her laugh, even when things were bleak.

      Saint looked to me next, telling me to play along. With a roll of my eyes, I did.

      “I’m Raze, soon to be known as your favorite of the Horsemen. My other form is a black shuck, which is basically what Americans think of as a Hellhound. You know the story, The Hound of the Baskervilles?”

      Her eyes widened and she nodded.

      I grinned. “Well, I was the inspiration for that.”

      “Oh my God, I made my parents name our dog Baskerville when I was a kid!”

      She was so fucking adorable, and I couldn’t help chuckling. “I know, love. You adored that story. I read it to you one night when you were sick and couldn’t sleep, then you’d beg me to read it nightly for months after that. I must’ve read that book at least three dozen times to you. Pretty sure I still have it memorized. A hound it was, an enormous coal-black hound, but not such a hound as mortal eyes have ever seen.”

      Her brows furrowed, gaze growing distant. When those stunning silver orbs of hers refocused on me, they were full of emotion. “I remember! You’d sit on that uncomfortable hospital bed with me all night, reading to me and rubbing my back when the chemo made me sick.” A single tear rolled down her cheek. “When I got older, I told myself I must have made it up because anytime I’d say something about it to my parents, they’d share this worried look, like they thought I was hallucinating. But that was real? That was really you?”

      “You didn’t hallucinate, love. That was real.”

      “Oh my God.” Harlow turned to Shade. “You would project galaxies onto my ceiling when I was scared.”

      Shade’s throat bobbed as he nodded.

      “Saint, you used to sing to me at night when all of the beeps and noise of the hospital kept me awake.” Tears dripped down her face in earnest now, but it wasn’t panic or terror that made them flow.

      Saint kissed her forehead, humming one of the Shadow Realm lullabies he used to sing to Harlow when she was a scared little girl, alone in a sterile hospital room.

      “And you”—she looked at Adriel—“you’d make the shadows dance along the walls and ceiling like living shadow puppets.”

      My brother’s face was soft and tender as he looked at her, his voice raspy with emotion. “The unicorns were your favorite. Those and the fairies. You could never get enough of them.”

      “All this time…” Harlow’s voice cracked as she looked at each of us. “All of the years I spent in therapy convincing myself you were figments of my imagination or some kind of elaborate coping mechanism, and you were real.”

      None of us spoke. What could we say to that?

      Harlow’s eyes widened further, mouth popping open. “The day I died…” Her attention volleyed between us all. “I remember being held by some man and watching the doctors try to revive me. He was older than all of you, kind, and gentle. He held me until I felt like I was being tugged back into my body.”

      There were desperate questions in her eyes when they met mine. I swallowed hard, giving her a nod of acknowledgment.

      “That was real. You were held by Death himself that day.”

      Her mouth opened and closed a few times before she managed to push any sound through them. “Death? Death held me as I died?”

      I nodded.

      “He said something to me. I’ve never quite been able to remember, but he told me something when I was being pulled back.”

      Adriel and I exchanged a look. We couldn’t tell her exactly what Death said to her that day, not yet.

      “He told you it wasn’t your time yet,” I said, the half-truth tasting bitter on my tongue. “He told you your parents needed you, and that he wanted you to live a long, happy life.”

      Her brows furrowed. “Why?”

      “Why what?” Adriel asked.

      Harlow shifted in Saint’s lap. “Why would Death bother with me? I’m nothing special. Surely there were others dying at that same time worthier of his attention.”

      “Not to him,” Shade said, his voice low. “And not to us.”

      “I don’t understand any of this.” She shook her head, confusion mingling with weariness.

      I reached out to run a hand over her tangled lavender locks. “It will all make sense in time.”

      Harlow didn’t look convinced, but before she could say whatever else was on her mind, her phone vibrated on the nightstand. Panic flashed across her features at the sound, but when it stopped after two short bursts, her body relaxed slightly.

      “Only a text,” she whispered to herself.

      What was she worried it would be? When it buzzed again, two more short bursts, she nearly jumped out of her skin. Her eyes never left the phone as it lit up, face down on the little table. “It’s not the cops. Cops don’t text suspects when they find dead bodies.”

      Ah. She was freaking out about what would happen when someone found Pike. She didn’t realize that we’d never let them take her, even if she became their prime suspect. Of course she’d be worried.

      Scooting across the mattress, I grabbed the device, frowning at what I saw on the screen. “Who the hell is Beau?”

      A flush crept up her cheeks, and though the fear disappeared, she still looked uncomfortable. She reached for the phone, grabbing it from my hands quickly. “He’s just a guy I met. We went out for a drink last night before…” Her face crumpled before pulling herself back together. “Before I went back to headquarters to grab my laptop.”

      My brothers and I exchanged looks while she unlocked her phone and stared at the screen. We’d caught the end of that date. It had taken a hell of a lot of self-control not to destroy him when he leaned in to kiss Harlow. The faintest hint of a smile ghosted across her lips, replaced quickly by a look of confusion and then neutrality.

      “What did he want?” Saint’s voice wasn’t as carefree as I knew he was aiming for, and Harlow squirmed in his hold.

      “Nothing, it’s nothing.”

      Saint scowled momentarily but didn’t push her. Harlow was a beautiful woman, and we’d watched her date her fair share of idiots and assholes, but when had she met this one? We’d barely left her alone, outside of spending yesterday in the Shadow Realm when we met with Death.

      Had she met him just yesterday?

      I hated not knowing things when it came to her.

      The room fell silent, all of us lost in our own heads.

      “Why me?” Harlow’s voice was timid, unsure—like she needed to know the answer, but was terrified by what we might say.

      “Because you’re important to us,” was Adriel’s reply. “Because you’re…” His voice broke off.

      Everything to us. That’s what we all wanted to say.

      She scrunched her nose, worrying at her bottom lip. “Because I’m what?”

      “You’re special, love.” My words were a barely-formed reflection of the truth, but she wasn’t ready to hear the whole of it. Even if we were able to tell her.

      She scoffed, not able to accept my answer. “I’m not special. I’m utterly normal. Boring, even. Why have you really protected me all these years?”

      “You may think you’re boring,” Shade said, “but you don’t see what we do. There’s goodness and light in you that even constant pain and uncertainty couldn’t snuff out when you were a child. I don’t think you realize the way people position themselves to be just a bit closer to you once they’re in your orbit. You don’t know your own power, Harlow.”

      “I don’t feel powerful,” she whispered, her face darkening. No doubt she was remembering Pike’s hands on her last night, the bastard.

      I wished he was still alive so I could kill him again.

      Frustration welled in her, bubbling and hot. It would take time for her to come to terms with all of this, to find her footing. As much as we wanted it to be, that wasn’t a process any of us would be able to rush or force.

      Harlow would need space and time to grapple with who she was and how she fit into this world—how we fit into her world—and that would take time, since she was only working with a fraction of the information.

      “I need a minute,” she announced, clutching the phone in her hand and climbing off Saint’s lap. “This is a lot, and I need some space to think.”

      “Of course.” Adriel nodded. “Take as much time as you need. We’re not going anywhere.”

      Confusion, longing, and disbelief played like a movie across her face, but she didn’t reply. She just flashed us a tight smile and scurried into the bathroom, closing and locking the door behind her.

      As if locks could keep us out.
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      It was all too much. They were too much.

      God, I was so confused. There was no denying the pull I felt to them, no pretending that I didn’t recognize the truth of their words when they said they’d always been there. I knew they had been. I remembered bits and pieces, and more was coming back to me now that I knew for certain they weren’t figments of my very thirsty imagination.

      But why me? Why would they protect me? I was no one. I was just a normal, boring woman who’d lived a sheltered life and still didn’t take many risks.

      It didn’t make sense. I knew there were things they weren’t telling me, things I needed to know in order to understand, but it was like staring at the night sky and knowing that there are galaxies upon galaxies above you, but you can’t see them or comprehend them.

      It’s an abstraction, a theory.

      I turned the water on in the massive shower, letting it warm up as I stripped off my pajamas. Grabbing my phone, I unlocked it to read Beau’s messages.

      

      Beau: I had a great time with you last night. I’d love to take you out again. Is it too much to ask if you’re free tomorrow?

      

      The second message hadn’t come long after.

      

      Beau: I really don’t know how to play it cool, do I? I promise I’ll do better when you go out with me tomorrow.

      

      I grinned. Beau was sweet and uncomplicated. He opened doors for me, laughed at my jokes, looked at me like I was pretty.

      My mind flashed to the four men outside the bathroom door. They were most certainly not uncomplicated. Sweet? Definitely. But where Beau was milk chocolate, those men out there were cacao—bold, decadent, and dark. They were night and day, light and darkness, and I knew which one I should prefer, but my heart seemed to have other plans.

      Before I could overthink it, I tapped out a text and hit send.

      

      Me: I would love to go out with you tomorrow, but some old friends came to town unexpectedly, and we’ve got a lot of catching up to do. Rain check?

      

      Dots flickered on the screen, and I grinned. He really didn’t know how to play it cool, and I kind of liked it.

      

      Beau: Definitely. Just tell me when. And if anything changes or you need to escape your unexpected guests, you know where to find me.

      

      He finished his text off with a winking emoji, and I couldn’t help smiling. I’d figure all of this out and give him a chance if I didn’t end up rotting away in a prison cell. Because as gorgeous as my four protectors were, they weren’t human, and it wasn’t like we had a future. Couldn’t exactly bring any of them home to Mom and Dad.

      

      Me: Can’t wait. I had fun with you, too.

      

      Locking my phone, I stepped into the steaming shower, marveling at its size and the beautiful tile work as water sluiced over my skin. My thoughts quickly turned from Beau to the dangerous beings in my bed.

      Did I hold them at arm’s length until they told me the whole truth? Did I kick them out and demand that they leave me alone? Did I let myself depend on them and hope they stuck around?

      “This is crazy. I must be going crazy.”

      I washed my hair before moving on to scrub my body, the scent of peonies filling the room, and then stood in the molten spray and let my mind go blank. Well, I tried to let my mind go blank.

      Pike’s dead eyes flashed through my mind, and despite the heat of the water washing over my body, I shivered. I could still feel his hands on me, still feel the terror. If the guys hadn’t shown up, if they hadn’t been there… The thought was enough to make my heart race.

      I pictured his lifeless body on the floor of the campaign headquarters. His blood would have soaked into the carpet by now. His body was probably stiff. How long would it take for it to begin to smell? Had someone found him yet?

      Breathe, Harlow. Having a panic attack in the shower isn’t going to help anything.

      Surely Becks or Seth would have called me by now if they’d found his body, right?

      I wondered if Pike’s death would move up Becca’s plans to go back to Nebraska. The thought of it made my heart stutter. I needed her now more than ever, but what could I say?

      Please don’t move back home; I need your help navigating this strange situation with four men who aren’t human and claim to have watched over me my entire life. They’re super-hot, but they’re also murderers, and they claim they live in another realm. Whatever the hell that means.

      The thought was so ridiculous that I giggled, the sound a bit unhinged. But knowing Becks, and how adamant she’d been that I needed to get laid, she’d probably tell me to sleep with all of them.

      I couldn’t help recalling Saint’s mouth on my pussy in that dream, and heat pooled low in my belly.

      Jesus, I’m fucked up.

      One minute I’m thinking about the corpse of my boss who attacked me, the next I’m lusting after the four monstrous men who brutally killed him. For me. To defend me. And all this after telling myself I’d give the nice guy with no chill a chance.

      “Becks is right. I do need to get laid,” I muttered to myself.

      Shutting off the water, I toweled off, my eyes wandering to where my phone lay on the double vanity. I needed to know if they’d found Pike’s body yet, but I also wanted to throw up just thinking about it.

      With a towel wrapped around myself, I shuffled over to the sink, heart hammering away in my chest. “Pick up the phone and look, Harlow.”

      When the screen flashed, recognizing my face and coming to life, I sucked in a ragged breath. First I pulled up my social profiles since so many of my friends ran in the same political circles I did. If anyone had insider information, it would be them.

      There were posts about debauched weekends, rants about bills up for debate, and lots of photos of smiling couples and families, but no sensationalized posts about Pike or his death. My heart rate slowed slightly.

      “Ok. Good. This is good.” I tapped on the internet browser icon and held my breath as I typed Pike’s name into the search bar. There were headlines about the news conference yesterday, older articles about his sexual escapades—which I shuddered at, now knowing the depth of his depravity first hand—and not much else. No headlines screaming about his murder, no gory details about how someone had ripped out his heart. And there would be gory details when they found him, of that I had no doubt.

      There was only one thing people loved to read about more than a scandal in this country, and that was a violent murder. Especially the violent murder of a polarizing politician.

      My phone buzzed with a text alert, and I jumped. But it was only a message from my mom.

      

      Mom: You’ll be happy to know that your news conference really helped me one-up Aunt Dianne. Any idiot can get married, but not everyone can be talented and smart enough to help a high profile senator get reelected. So proud of you, Harlow!

      

      My heart squeezed painfully at her praise. She’d never be able to show her face again when I got arrested as an accessory to murder.

      

      Mom: I know we just had dinner the other day, but your dad and I would love to see you for your birthday, sweetie.

      

      My hands shook and tears threatened to fall as I typed out a response.

      

      Me: Yeah, I’d love that. You know I’m always up for spending time with you and Dad. Love you.

      

      Mom: Great! We’ll plan something. Love you too!

      

      Hands still shaking, I set the phone down and opened all of the cabinet doors under the sinks until I found my hairbrush and blow dryer. I tried to clear my mind as I began to smooth and dry my long hair, but it was like being sucked into a raging whirlpool. I couldn’t find any calm.

      Was this what my life was going to be like from now on? Panic and anxiety constantly making me feel sick, hyper vigilance making my mind race and spin? I wasn’t a good liar, and I was an even worse actress. I didn’t see a way I’d make it out of this unscathed.

      Did I run? Abandon my life, dye my hair, change my name, and hope no one ever recognized me? That would be a clear admission of guilt, and there’d be no chance of proving otherwise. I’d never see my parents again, never speak to Becks or laugh at one of her jokes. I’d have no future.

      No, I couldn’t do that.

      The only other option would be to show up at the office on Monday, act shocked when I found it crawling with cops and forensic pathologists, and pray that everyone bought my act.

      Oh, God. I was so going to jail.

      I wondered if the four men outside my door would find a way to be with me in jail or if they’d break me out. Maybe they could take me to their world with them. I giggled fatalistically at that thought, because did I really believe them? Did I really believe they were from some Shadow Realm?

      I was spiraling.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I focused back on the present. I ran the brush through my hair, dryer trailing after it, and watched the water evaporate from the strands. One thing at a time. One problem at a time.

      The problem I’d choose to focus on now? How much I hated having wet hair sticking to my back.

      Ten minutes went by, then twenty, and soon my hair was barely damp. I took my time styling it, curling the ends with a round brush just enough to give it body. I’d go back over it with my curling iron to define the curls.

      After forty-five minutes, I had dry, curled hair, and decided to move on to some basic makeup. I looked wan; dark circles stood out harshly against my pale skin, and if I wanted to have any hope of feeling like a real girl today, I’d need to put on some war paint.

      Another twenty minutes later, and I looked like my normal self. I didn’t look like a murderer, didn’t look like a crazy girl who was seeing imaginary men and standing in a bathroom that was bigger on the inside than it should have been. My reflection looked weary, but she looked normal.

      Time to get dressed.

      With the towel wrapped tightly around my body, I opened the bathroom door and stepped back into my room. Four sets of eyes immediately found me and I squirmed under the weight of their combined attention. I didn’t want to acknowledge the hunger in their gazes, didn’t want to let me wonder at the way they made my skin flush, or the profound sense of déjà vu that rippled over me like static waves.

      I scurried into the closet, pulling the door mostly closed behind me. They couldn’t see me, but I could hear them.

      “You ok?” The voice belonged to Adriel.

      “Yep!” My own squeaked, completely unconvincing. “All good.” I stared blankly at the clothes on the rack for a few moments before throwing the drawers beneath it open and opting for a pair of black leggings and an oversized sweatshirt. Once I was dressed, I lingered in the closet, eyes closed as I struggled to get my breathing under control. Again. Everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours had really broken my peace, and I didn’t like how off-kilter I felt.

      A soft knock on the door made me jump, then Adriel’s concerned face was peeking through the open space.

      “Hey.” He took careful, measured steps into the closet, watching me like I was a panicked animal he was trying not to spook. “You look like you’re freaking out.”

      The laugh that burst out of me sounded unhinged, and I clamped a hand over my mouth with wide eyes.

      Adriel’s gaze softened as he stepped closer to me, the heat of his body calling to me. He was a flame, I was the moth. When I took a hesitant step to close the distance between us, he wrapped me in his arms, pulling my cheek to his chest. He was tall enough that his chin rested comfortably on the top of my head.

      “This is a lot to take in, isn’t it?”

      I nodded, unable to speak.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry all of this happened.”

      The truth of his words soothed me some. “Not your fault,” I choked out.

      Adriel sighed. “This is all so fucked up, Harlow. I just wish we could take you home and pretend none of this ever happened. I get why you wanted to come here, why you wanted to live this life, but watching you suffer…” His voice cracked. “It’s fucking killed us.”

      My brows furrowed at his words. Of course I’d want to move out of my parents’ house at some point. What other choice did I have? I was an adult, I’d beaten my cancer, and I needed to create a life for myself. That was what people did. I didn’t think I’d suffered all that much more than anyone else. People got sick all the time. Women lived through worse abuses than I had every day. Life was suffering, sometimes; it was just the nature of living.

      “This is my home, Adriel.”

      His arms tightened around me. “For now, Lo. For now.”

      I let him hold me for a few minutes, leaning into his strong body as my breathing slowed to a normal rate. I couldn’t deny that they all felt like my safe space. They all felt like home, more than this apartment ever had. Did they know that? I sure as hell couldn’t tell them.

      “Do you think you’re ready to hear a little bit about the guys and me? We can at least help you understand who we are and what we do back at home. Maybe it will help you make sense of all of this.”

      I nodded again. “Yeah. I want the truth, Adriel.”

      His thumb traced along my jaw with such tenderness that my heart skipped a beat, despite myself. “There are some truths I don’t think you’re ready for, yet. But we’ll tell you what we can.”
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      Nerves made me jumpy as I bustled around the kitchen, grinding coffee beans and pulling out the ingredients for pancakes. It was the only thing I had enough of to feed five people, four of whom were massive.

      “We can help,” Shade said, offering for at least the fifth time as they all stood around my living room, watching me make breakfast and try not to slip back into my panic.

      “I’m good,” I told him, pausing long enough to take in his beautiful face. “You guys can relax, watch some TV or something. It won’t take me long.”

      He cocked his head slightly, watching me. “It’s ok to need people, Lo.”

      My heart stuttered under the weight of his knowing gaze. Flashing him a smile I didn’t think quite met my eyes, I turned back to the counter and measured pancake mix. “I know, but the kitchen’s small and pancakes are so easy to make.”

      Shade sighed. “Not talking about the pancakes. But you know that.”

      I didn’t reply, instead filling my measuring cup with water before whisking it together with the dry mix. What the hell was I supposed to say to that? Of course, it was ok to need people, but sometimes putting something like that into practice was easier said than done. It had taken me six months to let Becks in, and she was the first real friend I’ve had in ages. I needed my parents, but they were my parents; they were biologically programmed to want to be there for me.

      But the four men lounging around my living room with all of their deadly grace and otherworldly beauty? How did I let myself need them when up until last night, I’d thought they weren’t real? A part of me knew they’d been there for me ever since I was a little kid—the memories were slowly coming back, bit by bit—but I was still trying to wrap my mind around all of it.

      Besides, I didn’t understand why they cared, and letting myself need them as flesh and blood men felt like a risk I wasn’t ready to take.

      To his credit, Shade didn’t push it any further, and I focused on brewing coffee and flipping pancakes for the next twenty minutes and let everything else fall away.

      “Ok, breakfast is ready. Syrup is on the counter, and I made a ton”—I motioned to the towering stack of pancakes—“but I can make more if we need it.”

      Raze was the first to grab a plate, piling a few pancakes on it and drowning them in syrup. “Thanks, Lo.” He bent down to kiss my forehead before moving to the living room. My table wasn’t going to hold all of us, so we’d decided to eat spread out on the couches and the floor.

      One by one, they all repeated the process. They filled their plate, thanked me, and planted a kiss on my forehead before moving into the other room. Adriel was the last to get his food, and he approached me with two plates.

      “Come on. You grab your coffee, I’ve got your food.”

      I looked up at him, my stomach flipping. I wanted the truth, wanted to know everything about them, but I was also still coming down from my panic attack, and my nerves were shot to hell.

      “Nothing to be nervous about,” he murmured, seeing right through me with those obsidian eyes.

      All I could do was nod, trailing after him as he moved through my apartment like he’d done it a million times before. I settled on the floor, crossing my legs beneath me. Adriel lowered himself down at my side.

      “Thanks,” I said when he handed me my plate. We all ate in silence for the next ten minutes, each of us lost in our own heads. It was Adriel who eventually broke the silence.

      “I’m not really sure where to start.” He blew out a breath, looking to the other guys for help. “It’s all so fucking complicated…”

      Tucking a strand of hair behind my ear, I considered. “Tell me about where you come from?”

      “The Shadow Realm is a beautiful, complicated place.” He searched my face for a moment, considering. “Humans have a lot of names for it, though none of them get it quite right. Heaven, Hell, the Underworld… it’s all of those and none of them at the same time.”

      Of course they’d be from the Underworld. They were death incarnate.

      “We’re responsible for stewarding human souls when they’re not living a mortal life on Earth. When someone dies, we reclaim their soul and bring it to the Realm where they’re placed in one of a few sectors.” Adriel watched me as he spoke, probably trying to gauge whether or not I thought he was insane. “The largest is Reformation. It’s where the souls of people who lived unworthy lives go. They’re sorted based on their deeds and the color of their auras into programs that will rehabilitate them.”

      “How?”

      He ran a hand through his dark, wavy hair. “Some are punished, some are put through what is essentially reprogramming, some are sent to a sector that helps a soul work through trauma that prompted them to shut off their humanity and become the monsters they feared. It’s different for each soul.”

      “How are they punished? Like, fiery pits and pitchforks type of punishment?”

      Saint chuckled. “No fiery pits, pretty girl. At least not the way you’re thinking. Most are made to live out their wrongdoings through their victim’s memories. Or they watch the repercussions and ripple effects of their actions so they’re forced to recognize the impact they had. The end goal is that they will want to do better in their next life.” He set his now empty plate aside and, resting his elbows on his knees, leaned forward as he watched me.

      “For instance, a drunk driver who killed someone will be forced to experience the fear and pain of the person they killed. They’ll live it as many times as it takes for their soul to begin to change, to want to be better. At that point, they’re shown how the victim’s death impacted and changed the lives around them.”

      “It’s like watching a three dimensional movie, but you can feel people’s emotions,” Raze cut in. “So, say the driver killed a young father. They’d watch his wife mourn, watch her struggle to raise small kids on her own, feel her heart breaking and her hopelessness as she cried herself to sleep night after night. They’d have to experience the longing her kids would feel growing up, the hole in their hearts and lives that they caused by drinking and driving.”

      “Shit. That’s intense,” I said.

      Shade nodded. “It is. The souls that end up in Reformation are usually there because they didn’t take responsibility for their actions in their time on Earth. They’re the souls that didn’t feel remorse for the pain they caused, who never tried to right their wrongs or improve themselves.” He leaned back on the couch. “Fire and pitchforks wouldn’t reform a soul, only being forced to confront their own selfishness, their own wrongs, can do that.”

      “When you say souls, do you mean they’re like floating orbs or something? Am I going to be some mass of consciousness when I die, or will I have a body?”

      The guys exchanged a look before Shade continued. “Souls have form. They usually take on the shape of their body from their last life. But they’re less solid than a living person. I guess the closest thing I could think to describe them would be that they look a bit like a hologram. You can see them and talk to them, but you can’t physically interact with a soul. Can’t hug them or hit them. They don’t need to eat or sleep… they’re basically in limbo until it’s determined that they’re eligible to be reborn.”

      “And who decides that?”

      “Death does, love,” Raze said.

      “Just Death? How does one man manage to judge all of the souls on Earth?”

      Raze’s red eyes considered me. “He’s the king of the Shadow Realm. It was a job he was born to do.”

      “Sounds lonely. And exhausting.”

      He hummed. “It can be. But he’s got a daughter. She’ll be ready to step up and take her place beside him soon, and then the responsibility won’t be entirely on his shoulders.”

      “Doesn’t he have a queen who can help with that, too?”

      Sorrow flashed bright in his scarlet gaze. “She died giving birth to their daughter.”

      “Oh,” I whispered, my heart lurching as my mind went to my own mother. We had our moments, and sometimes she drove me crazy, but I couldn’t imagine growing up without her. She was my mom. I’d become the woman I was today in part because of her. “That’s terrible.”

      Raze nodded. “She was a great woman. The whole Realm mourned for months, and Death was never quite the same.”

      “Will she be reborn?”

      “We’re different from humans. We can live for many thousands of years, though we’re not completely immortal. We can die, be killed… but when we die, our souls move on to the afterlife. We get one shot at living. The only exception would be if she were inhabiting a human body at the time of her death. Then it’s simply the human shell that dies, and she’d regain her normal form.”

      My brows furrowed. “Why would anyone do that?”

      Adriel took over. “It doesn’t happen often, at least it’s not supposed to. But every once in a while we’ll find defectors from the Realm taking a body for a joy ride.”

      “What happens to the human?”

      His face darkened. “Two souls cannot inhabit one body. If someone from the Realm made an unsanctioned jump into a mortal, the human’s soul would be forced out. If none of the reapers sense it and bring the soul back to the Shadow Realm, it will eventually find something to latch onto. Like the house they lived in, or an object of significance.” His face flickered, flashing for the briefest of moments to the monstrous form he’d taken on when he killed Pike.

      “A human soul is not meant to remain on Earth without a mortal shell. They’ll degrade over time, become warped and twisted. It’s…”

      “It’s awful,” Saint finished. “There’s no way to save a soul that’s begun to decay. They’re lost to us, and they never get a chance to be reborn, never get a chance to earn their rest.” His lips twisted and thinned. “They become the basis for your ghost stories. The poltergeists and restless spirits. Eventually, everything a soul had been chips away until all that’s left is a sense of being hopelessly lost, rage, and the inability to find any kind of rest or peace.”

      “That’s terrible.” Tears welled in my eyes.

      “It is,” Shade agreed. “And Death doesn’t treat it lightly. The punishment is severe if someone is caught riding a human body.”

      “What’s the punishment?”

      “They’re given to us,” Raze replied with a feral grin. “And by the time we’re done with them, they’re begging for the release death will give them.”

      A shiver skittered down my spine. “Good.”

      His grin morphed into a wide, dangerous smile. “Such a big heart, yet so bloodthirsty, Harlow. I fucking love that about you.”

      Not knowing how to respond to that, I turned to Adriel. “And what happens to the souls that don’t need to be reformed? What if they’re pure? And are there ever any that are too far gone to be given a second chance? Like Hitler. Please tell me that asshole’s not wandering around in some toddler’s body right now, getting a second lease on life.”

      Saint barked out a laugh. “Oh, hell no. That monster’s soul was black as pitch. He’ll be spending a few millennia being tormented, then Death will sever him.”

      “Sever him?”

      “With the Soul Blade. It’s a knife forged of Aether that can permanently snuff a soul out of existence. It’s the only thing capable of such. There’s no afterlife for those who feel the kiss of Death’s blade. It’s a true death.”

      “Does it hurt? Because Hitler’s true death should hurt.”

      Another rumble of laughter shook Saint. “Oh, it hurts. It’s like every neuron and cell in your body’s on fire. Like being roasted from the inside. The sounds they make when the blade carves into them…” All four men shivered. “It reverberates through the whole Realm. You’ll never hear a sound so anguished.”

      “Good,” I replied. As much as I wanted to believe that everyone could be redeemed, sometimes men so vile walked this earth, leaving so much destruction and agony in their wake, that the idea of giving them a second chance to live another life and hurt more people was unfathomable.

      My thoughts turned to Pike. He did some terrible things, but he also did some good. I didn’t think he’d earned a true death, but the idea of him living again… “And Pike?” I finally asked.

      “Pike will spend a very, very long time in the deepest depths of Reformation,” Adriel snarled. “Don’t worry, princess, he’ll never hurt you again.”

      I nodded, chewing on my lower lip.

      “Though,” Raze began, “if you want him to feel the Soul Blade’s sting, we can make a case with Death.”

      My eyes widened. “I don’t… That’s not what I…”

      Adriel scooted closer to me on the floor, bringing comfort with his proximity and leveling Raze with a glare that would make mortal men shake in fear. Raze chuckled.

      I chewed on my lower lip. “How well do you all know Death?”

      They were quiet for a moment before Adriel spoke. “He’s like a father to us.”

      “You must know the princess well, then,” I said, the words sending an uncomfortable pang of jealousy reverberating through my chest.

      “We do,” Saint confirmed, his golden eyes fixed intently on my face. “She’s one of us.”

      “Will I ever get to meet her?”

      He shifted on the couch. “She’s on a journey of self-discovery right now. She wanted to make sure she was prepared to take the throne and felt that in order to do that, she…”

      I didn’t miss the tension and regret lining his face, didn’t miss the flash of longing when he spoke about her, and my heart sank.

      Stupid, Harlow. It’s stupid to be jealous of a princess. You’re just a normal girl with a defective body.

      “She’s doing what she needs to do so she can be the queen we all know she’s capable of being,” Shade finished for him.

      I nodded, sensing that none of them wanted to talk more about it, for whatever reason. “So you hang out with Death while she’s gone then? That’s gotta be cool.”

      Raze grinned. “It’s a little more than hanging out, love. We’re Death’s Shadow Guard.”

      I grinned at the pride in his voice. “And what does a Shadow Guard do?”

      “Everything that no one else can be trusted to do,” he replied. “Everything too brutal for his generals, too dangerous for his armies, too secret for his cabinet.”

      I felt their power expand in the room as he casually informed me that they were the ones the King of the underworld called upon when he couldn’t rely on anyone else to get the job done. I blinked, and for a moment, it was like I was seeing their true selves. Wreathed in power, rippling with it, their bodies straining to contain the sheer magnitude of strength and deadly capability they possessed. Like they warped the very air around them.

      I could understand why people had taken to calling them the Four Horsemen. Their power was stifling.

      My body shivered, the movement slight, grateful that these men were somehow on my side. “What’s the Shadow Realm like?”

      “It’s not all that different from here,” Shade said. “We’ve got cities and towns, beaches and countrysides, forests and mountains. No cars, though.”

      My brow rose. “No cars? How do you get around?”

      He grinned. “Horses if you’re not going far or just for fun, portals if you need to travel long distances or get somewhere quickly.”

      “Portals?”

      “Yep. They’re scattered all over the Realm. The smaller ones look like normal doorways filled with rippling water.”

      “Cool.” I tried to imagine it. “Do you live in a city?”

      Shade nodded. “We live quite close to Death’s estate in the heart of the capital.”

      “I bet you guys live in some gothic mansion with animal heads mounted on the walls and skulls on the bookshelves,” I teased.

      I was rewarded with barks of laughter and smiles from each of them.

      “Actually, it’s open and modern,” Raze said between laughs. “Though I can understand why you might assume that.”

      “I wish I could see it all.”

      “Yeah,” Raze said, his laughter dying out. “Me too.”

      But I was only a normal, human girl. They could walk in my world, but I’d never be able to cross that invisible barrier between us and walk in theirs.

      The realization cut deeper than it should have.
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      By the time darkness fell, my head ached from information overload, and my tiny apartment had begun to feel stifling with four huge men taking up so much space. They’d spent the day answering my questions, telling me about their home, reminiscing about moments we’d shared when I was a kid.

      I’d spent so much time as a teenager and adult convincing myself that all of those memories were fabrications—coping mechanisms to deal with years of trauma—that to find out they were all real… It was both a relief and completely infuriating. So many years spent doubting myself, questioning my own mind, my reality, and all of it was real.

      I couldn’t help wondering how my life could have been different if someone had believed me. If I’d believed in myself. Would I have spent less time lonely and hiding from kids my age? Would I have felt more confident that I was worth becoming friends with and less afraid that they’d discover I was secretly a freak who had elaborate delusions?

      To hear the guys talk about the books they read to me, the nights spent perched at the edge of my hospital bed, distracting me from constant pain and the fear of dying, made my heart swell with appreciation for them all. But it also brought all of that trauma to the surface, sharp and focused, and so very consuming.

      Between the memories, everything that had happened the night before, and the massive men sucking all of the air from my apartment, I began to feel like the walls were closing in around me.

      “I’m going to go for a walk,” I announced, grabbing a cardigan and my phone. “I’ll be back soon.”

      All four men rose, studying me.

      “We’ll come with you,” Adriel said, moving toward the door.

      I shook my head, throwing my hands out in front of me. “That’s really sweet, but I’m going for a walk alone. I need some space to process all of this.”

      Adriel looked like he was going to protest, but Saint shook his head, silencing his friend.

      “I’ll be fine. I’ve lived here for years and have never had a problem. Trust me.”

      Maybe it was the defiant set of my jaw, or the way my voice wavered slightly at the end of my statement, but Adriel deflated, the rest of them settling back down in their positions throughout the living room.

      “Just be careful, love,” Raze said, rubbing a hand over the short sides of his chestnut hair.

      “Always,” I replied, flashing them a tight smile before stepping out of my apartment without a backward glance.

      The night was cool enough that I wrapped the cardigan around my shoulders as I headed toward the cemetery. I craved the wide open space, the calm, reverent stillness I’d find there. There was so much to wrap my head around, so much to figure out; I’d never be able to think clearly enough surrounded by Adriel, Shade, Raze, and Saint to process any of it.

      People nodded in greeting as they walked past, or were too absorbed in their phones to notice anyone around them at all, but the streets were mostly quiet. The slapping of my sneakers on the pavement beat a steady rhythm, and I found myself inhaling deeply, breathing in time with them. It calmed my hyperactive heart and stilled the swirling of my thoughts.

      Before I knew it, I was meandering around graves, picking a path through fallen branches and tall grasses to Hattie’s headstone. The stillness of the hallowed ground calmed the wild beast beating against the inside of my rib cage, though after all of the revelations about the Shadow Realm, I found my mind wandering more than it normally did.

      “Are you out there right now, living some new life as an investment banker or a scuba diving instructor?” I asked Hattie’s grave. “The idea that we could have crossed paths is wild to me. I don’t know how to process all of it; everything is so surreal.”

      Silence met my words. Hattie’s soul wasn’t here. It was probably either in the Shadow Realm or back on Earth in a new body, living a new life. “Those guys in my dream are real. Can you believe that? So at least I’m not crazy. They’re in my apartment right now, probably watching TV.” My mind’s eye called up a picture of them lounging in my living room, doing normal, banal human things like watching Netflix. The idea was comical.

      Massive, deadly warriors that had killed for me were lying around in their sweats in my apartment. Life was so fucking bizarre sometimes.

      “I feel like my life is spinning out of control,” I said with a sigh. The thought had been pinging around in my head since the night before, but saying it out loud somehow made it carry more weight. “Where do I go from here, Hattie?”

      They’d watched over me for so many years, but they had their own lives, too. They had important positions of power in their land, friendships, relationships—hell, they had an actual princess to protect. I couldn’t understand why they’d decided to protect me, too. They claimed they weren’t going anywhere, but how long could this really last? And now that I’d seen them, would they go back to being unseen protectors, or would they want to be active participants in my life?

      My mind wandered again to the dream with Saint, the way he’d worshiped my body, the things he’d said. It had been hard enough to connect with men back when I thought the four of them were no more than shadowy dreams, but now? Now that I knew they were real, I worried I’d never be able to settle down and live a normal life with a normal guy.

      I tugged my phone from my pocket, unlocking it and tapping on my messages. I re-read Beau’s texts again and again, but I couldn’t feel that same flutter of excitement as I had yesterday afternoon.

      So much had changed in such a short amount of time.

      “Fuck,” I breathed out.

      The soft rustle of footsteps in the grass was my only warning that I was no longer alone.

      “You all right, pretty girl?” Saint folded himself onto the ground beside me, his legs crossed beneath him, our shoulders touching.

      “How’d you find me here?”

      “I come here with you a lot.”

      My breath hitched. “I’ve never seen you, though.”

      The air beside me rippled, shadows coalescing and pulsing until Saint was no longer visible.

      My heart stuttered, my mind trying to catch up with my eyes. “Saint?”

      “Still here.” His warm breath feathered over my cheeks, and I shivered when a phantom touch trailed along my cheekbone.

      “Oh my God.”

      His grin was sheepish when he reappeared beside me. “We don’t like leaving you alone out and about at night.”

      “You guys are such stalkers.” My voice lacked the heat of indignation, and his smile grew. “Were you with me the other night?”

      He nodded, and I banged my head against Hattie’s headstone, heat creeping up my cheeks. All of the things I’d said in the still darkness of this place, all of the secrets I’d spilled, all of the fears I’d voiced. How much of that had he heard? How many times had he been present with me?

      “So, you heard what I said about you guys?”

      Saint bumped his shoulder against mine. “Don’t go getting all embarrassed on me now. If you’ll recall, I did some wicked things to you later that night in your dreamscape, so I don’t think you need to feel ashamed for having feelings for us.” His golden eyes glowed like molten ore in a forge. “Night knows I feel a hell of a lot of things for you.”

      “Why?” The question was hesitant, halting, but I had to know.

      “You don’t see yourself clearly,” was his reply.

      I tried to laugh, but it sounded as forced as it felt. “I think I see myself just fine, Saint. I’m a normal girl—outside of the health problems and imaginary friends that aren’t imaginary.”

      His hand closed around mine, fingers intertwining with my own. “Oh, Harlow. You’re so much more than you know. So, so much more.”

      I was tempted to ask him to elaborate, but I had a sense it would only invite more questions, more confusion, and, at least for now, I didn’t have the bandwidth to deal with any of it. Letting it drop, I relaxed against him, enjoying the warmth he gave off and the feeling of safety he brought.

      “So, want to tell me about the guy you went on a date with last night?”

      My eyebrows met my hairline. “Seriously?”

      He shrugged. “Is it so strange that I’d be curious?”

      “I don’t think I can discuss my love life with you, Saint.” My stomach twisted simply thinking about it. I may have been confused as hell, but one thing was not confusing—I had absolutely no desire to discuss guys with the hot warrior who’d made me scream his name again and again in my dream. That was too weird, even for me.

      “How’d you meet him?” There was a possessive lilt to his words, even though I could tell he was trying to smother it.

      “We literally bumped into each other when my friends and I were leaving lunch,” I replied, deciding that if I gave him a few basic details, he might be satisfied and let it drop. “There really isn’t anything to tell. We collided, exchanged numbers, and then went out for drinks.”

      “We didn’t see it,” he said, more to himself than me.

      “What do you mean, you didn’t see it?” Were they really trailing me twenty-four-seven?

      Saint hesitated, those golden eyes assessing my face before he spoke. “We can see anyone we want in the mortal realm at any time. We have these enchanted mirrors… If we’re not with you, we can keep an eye on you that way, but yesterday we had a day full of meetings with Death. We caught the tail end of your date last night, but we didn’t see you meet him.”

      Slowly, I turned to face him, my eyes wide. “You can watch me like I’m some reality TV show?” My voice pitched up an octave. “Do you watch me in the bathroom?”

      His own eyes grew large. “No! Oh, fuck, no, Harlow. We would never do that.”

      “Do you watch me sleep?” I was practically squeaking at this point, indignation bringing my voice almost to a shout.

      He didn’t protest that time, his face folding into a wince.

      “Oh. My. God.” Dropping his hand, I pushed up from the ground and began to pace between the graves. “Oh my God. You guys watch me sleep? Like, crazy bed head, drool, nightmares and all?”

      He shook his head, rising to his feet, his hands outstretched in a placating gesture. “It’s not as bad as it sounds. We just leave the connection open to you so we can hear if you need us. We don’t sit around with popcorn and candy watching you sleep like it’s some kind of adorable, boring movie.”

      “Not helping,” I growled, scooting back as he moved toward me.

      His moon-white hair shook as he tried to stifle a silent laugh, sharp canines flashing in the wan light of the city night as his face broke into a broad, mischievous smile. “Sometimes you talk in your sleep.”

      “Oh, no.”

      He closed the distance between us, brushing the hair from my shoulder to my back. “Oh, yes.”

      “I don’t want to know.”

      “Usually it’s nonsense.” His eyes glittered. “But every once in a while you’ll sigh and say our names.”

      I covered my face with my hands. “This is mortifying.”

      “One time you rattled off a taco order, then got all frustrated that the wait time was too long.” He was openly laughing now. “It was so fucking adorable.”

      “You’re the worst.”

      “Dream Harlow has a pretty healthy appetite, too. You ordered a lot of tacos.”

      I groaned, but when he tugged my hands away from my face, he was smiling affectionately, the corners of his eyes crinkling.

      “I’m only teasing, pretty girl.”

      “You’re still the worst.”

      His smile turned salacious. “That’s not what you were moaning the other night in your dream.”

      Heat flooded my core, and my gaze fell on his lips. He was so close, it would only take the barest movement to close the distance between us.

      “Everything is exaggerated in dreams,” I replied, my voice more breathless than I wanted it to be, my body acutely aware of his nearness. “I doubt you’re that talented with your tongue in real life.”

      One arm snaked around my waist, the other going to the back of my neck as Saint pulled me flush against his body, angling my head to bare the column of my throat to him. “You’re not wrong,” he growled in my ear. “I’m so much better.”

      Shivers rocked my body as he leaned in and dragged a very long, very rough tongue up the column of my throat before nipping at my earlobe with those sharp inhuman teeth. My hands fisted in the material of his shirt, holding him to me as he sucked my lobe into his mouth.

      My breathing was ragged when he pulled away, a self-satisfied smile that screamed sex plastered across his face.

      “Happy to give you a more thorough demonstration whenever you’d like, princess.”

      It was a good thing his arm was looped around my waist, because I nearly swooned at the offer. Saint chuckled, drinking in my dazed expression.

      “We should head back,” I said, my voice husky and breathless. I needed a cold shower and some alone time with my vibrator, and I needed it stat.

      “Come on then,” he said, tugging me up as he stood, a Cheshire smile curving his lips. “Let’s get you home before the rest of them come looking for us.”

      With arousal still singing in my veins, his words evoked images of the four of them crowded around me in the cloistered darkness of the cemetery, kissing and licking and touching me the way Saint had. My breathing was ragged, my throat bobbing as I swallowed hard.

      “That’s probably a good idea.”
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      Three sets of eyes zeroed in on us the minute we walked through the door. Adriel looked irritated, Raze was smirking, and Shade cocked his head, curiosity flaring in the vortex of his gaze. I twirled my hair around a finger.

      “Ok. I’m really tired, so I’m going to get ready for bed. Feel free to do whatever you want,” I told them, scurrying through the living room toward my bedroom. I didn’t want to answer any questions, didn’t want to deal with whatever Raze was smirking about, and I didn’t want to meet Saint’s eye because I was still flushed with a potent cocktail of embarrassment and arousal after our time in the cemetery.

      Shade’s low voice stopped me before I could cross the threshold. “Do you want us to sleep out here tonight?”

      Sucking in a deep, fortifying breath, I turned to face him. “I’m not going to make you sleep on the floor or a couch that wouldn’t even fit you if you curled up in the fetal position. It’s fine. I’m fine.” I hesitated before confessing the rest of it, my voice losing any trace of bravado. “I’m not sure I can handle sleeping alone, yet.”

      His brows knit together as he studied me, but eventually he nodded. “We’ll give you some space and time to decompress, then we’ll join you. We’ve got some things to discuss, anyway.”

      “Ok.” An irrational pang of longing shot through me at the idea of them sitting out here, talking about things without me. But they had a whole kingdom to help run, and I didn’t know the first thing about any of it. At least they were here, and they were staying. I plastered a smile on my face that I hoped looked genuine.

      “Good night, guys.”

      A chorus of goodnights sounded in response, and with a last look back at the four massive men who were quickly turning my life upside down, I wandered into my room, got ready, and crawled into the middle of the enormous bed.

      My mind wandered as I lay there, going over everything that had happened the last couple of days again and again. As I’d done every hour or so since waking up that morning, I scrolled through news sites and social media, combing the internet for any mention of Pike’s body being found. Still nothing. The fact that he hadn’t been discovered both further frayed my nerves and had me breathing a sigh of relief.

      Every hour that passed without Pike’s murder breaking on the news was another hour I had to practice what I’d say and how I’d act when I showed up to work on Monday. I’d have to pull off the performance of a lifetime and convince both my coworkers and the police that I was just as shocked and horrified by what had transpired as the rest of them.

      God, I hoped I could make it convincing. The trick was going to be letting just enough of my genuine horror at the situation and the emotions I was repressing leak through without projecting my guilt like a blinking neon sign over my head.

      The soft murmur of conversation in the other room eventually helped calm my mind and my heart, their deep, rumbling voices providing the perfect white noise. My thoughts slowly shifted from dead bosses and life sentences to hard bodies, a feeling of safety, and a shared past I hoped I’d one day remember more clearly.

      Whatever tomorrow and Monday held, I would try to savor this time with my four dark protectors.

      If I could ever manage to get out of my head.
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      I awoke with my face tucked under Adriel’s chin, his broad chest beneath my cheek. One arm wrapped around my waist, the other against his chest, and his fingers were interlocked with mine. Raze was pressed against my back, a hand tangled in my hair.

      I didn’t even recall them entering the room, let alone climbing into bed and starting this puppy pile we were currently arranged in. The rhythmic breathing all around me and the comforting warmth they threw off was so soothing, I never wanted to leave. The rational part of my brain knew this was a temporary situation—that eventually, these men would have to go back to their realm, to their lives, to their princess—but, for now I’d soak in the feeling of safety they provided.

      “You ok?” Adriel’s voice was a low whisper, his hand on my back rubbing slowly up and down my spine.

      “Yeah,” I replied.

      “You had a nightmare last night. That’s why we’re all wrapped around you. I’m sorry if we’ve overstepped.”

      Warmth bloomed in my chest. He held me because I had a nightmare. “I don’t remember it.”

      Adriel’s chin shifted so his cheek rested against the crown of my head. “You didn’t tug us into it. You stopped thrashing around as soon as I pulled you close.”

      I considered his words. “How exactly does it work, anyway? How can I draw you into my dreams? Do you ever get pulled into anyone else’s?”

      He hummed, fingers still running languidly along my spine. “It’s rare, even amongst our kind. To be able to dream walk in someone else’s subconscious requires a deep bond.”

      My fingers flexed along his chest. “Like a bond that might form when you watch over a sick kid and never stop?”

      Adriel drew in a few deep, purposeful breaths. “Like that, yeah.”

      “Does your princess ever pull you into her dreams?” I didn’t know why I’d asked that. I was fairly certain that if he answered that she did, something in me would shatter.

      “No,” he replied after a pause. “No, the princess never brought us into her dreamscape.”

      Relief washed over me. “Well, I’m sorry that I’ve pulled you into some messed up nightmares, but I am selfishly glad for your presence.” I shivered as the dream with my tentacled gynecologist came to mind. Would she have split me open if they hadn’t stopped her? That would have been a mind fuck to wake up from.

      “Don’t apologize,” he murmured. “Never apologize for letting us in.”

      I didn’t think he realized how much I’d let them in, over the years. How much a part of me they were, even if I’d thought them imaginary.

      Fingers flexed and curled in my hair as Raze stirred at my back.

      “Morning, love,” he rasped, gently untangling himself from my long tresses. The bed shifted when he sat up, arching his back as he stretched through a yawn.

      “Morning,” I replied, turning onto my back to watch him. He was adorable in the morning—all squinty-eyed and bed-headed—and decidedly not scary. I suspected it wasn’t a sight many ever got to see.

      After that, everyone began to wake, and the quiet little bubble Adriel and I had found ourselves in for a few short minutes popped and shimmered away, leaving me wondering if it had even happened.

      “How ‘bout I make breakfast this morning?” Raze flashed me a gleaming smile, which I easily returned.

      “It’ll have to be pancakes again, I’m afraid. I don’t have anything else that will feed all of us.”

      “Sorry we’re eating you out of house and home,” the red-eyed man said with a wince.

      “You’re not, I just don’t normally have this many people here. I’m not exactly a social butterfly, if you haven’t noticed.” I only had two friends, and Seth hung out with Becks and me at work and on the town, but he’d never come over and hung out with us here.

      “Ok, then how about this; you go get showered and ready for the day, and we’ll go out for breakfast somewhere. Hell, we’ll spend the whole day out and we can do whatever you want. You’ve been cooped up here for long enough, and I think it would be good for all of us. What do you say?” Raze watched me consider it, his eyes flaring with anticipation.

      I couldn’t say no to him, even if I was instantly paranoid that I’d be surrounded by cops and arrested the minute we went somewhere public.

      “Yeah. Yeah, that sounds nice.”

      His face grew luminous as a smile overtook it. “Good. Then go get ready, love. We’re going to take you out for some fun.”
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        * * *

      

      “Everybody’s staring,” I hissed an hour and a half later as the five of us strolled down the sidewalk. Well, strolling may have been a generous way to put it. They prowled—lethal, predatory, and sexy as sin—while I tried my best to melt into the sidewalk.

      I felt small and wanting in their shadows. Four gods flanked me, and every woman we passed had done a double take. I knew what they must have been thinking.

      How in the hell did she even find herself in their orbit?

      I was wondering the same thing.

      “They’re just jealous,” Adriel said, wrapping his arm protectively around my waist. He didn’t even register the gaggle of teenaged girls who were staring, moon-eyed, at him.

      My tone was more bitter than I wanted it to be when the words slipped from my lips. “Yeah. They’re wondering what the hell you’re all doing with me.”

      “Beg to differ,” Shade rumbled, the late morning sun gleaming off his dark skin, somehow making him even more beautiful and otherworldly than he was in the shadows. “They’re staring at you because you look fucking gorgeous this morning.”

      I glanced down at my torn jeans, sneakers, and plain black tee-shirt before raising my eyes to meet his, my eyebrows quirked. “Right,” I drawled. “I’m sure that’s it.”

      He chuckled, the sound vibrating through me in a way that sent heat flooding my body. Damn. Maybe if I’d taken Becca’s advice and had some random hook up, I wouldn’t be so completely overwhelmed by their proximity or the way I felt like I could combust any time one of them touched me.

      I was still struggling to believe that they were really even here, let alone that they’d want to touch me at all. If we hadn’t been getting so many curious or heated looks, I’d worry that I was walking down the sidewalk talking to myself.

      “Hi,” a pretty blonde with huge boobs said to Saint when we stopped on a corner, waiting for the light to change.

      My eyes slid to her and the friends that stood behind her, all thin, well dressed, and beautiful, but Saint didn’t even glance her way. Her brows furrowed and she opened her mouth to try again when he reached out and locked his fingers with mine.

      “Quit hogging our pretty girl, A,” he drawled, tugging on my hand and pulling me into his chest.

      Adriel glowered at him, but didn’t release my waist, choosing instead to back up so I was sandwiched between them.

      The pretty blonde’s eyes widened, swinging to me with an assessing glint, no doubt trying to figure out how in the hell I had managed to find myself in such an enviable position. Trust me, I wanted to say, I wish I knew, too. Foiled in her pursuit of Saint, she let her eyes wander over Raze and Shade.

      Raze was grinning, his red eyes taking on a more russet hue in front of the humans around us. Turning to Shade, he sighed. “These two will monopolize her attention all day if we let them. How about we push them out into oncoming traffic and thin the herd?”

      Shade, not unaware of the game at play, threw back his head and laughed. “Somehow, I think that would only piss our girl off.”

      Raze pouted, sticking his lower lip out dramatically before fixing his gaze on me and sighing. “I suppose you’re right, mate. But when we get home, we’re going to talk about scheduling a rotation.”

      My face was on fire. The blonde’s eyes were boring into the back of my head, as were her friends’, and the guys had been speaking loud enough for the entire crowd of pedestrians to hear. Now, not only was I being subjected to the scrutiny of a gaggle of jealous girls but the appraising stares of several men.

      Turning into Adriel’s side, I hid my face in his shoulder as a threatening growl tore from his throat.

      “Look. Somewhere. Else.” He practically snarled at a man whose eyes had dropped to my chest.

      Sensing the danger wafting off Adriel, the man wisely looked in the other direction.

      “I want to crawl into a hole and die,” I whined into his shoulder.

      He chuckled, then turned to his brothers. “Knock it off, assholes. You’re making her uncomfortable.”

      The light changed, and we crossed the street together, at the center of a large crowd now.

      “Lucky bitch,” the blonde whispered to her friends.

      I grinned.

      “Whore,” an older man spat, loud enough that everyone could hear it.

      The grin melted from my lips, and my heart began to thunder in my chest, my stomach hollowing out in an instant. Adriel’s body tensed around me, and Saint’s grip tightened on my hand.

      “What did you say?” Shade’s words took on that otherworldly reverb he’d spoken with right before burning Pike’s eyes inside his skull, and my eyes widened.

      The man who’d spoken paled, his double chin quivering as his gaze connected with Shade’s. “I didn’t say anything,” he stammered, looking at me for help.

      What the fuck was with these assholes? They’d treat a woman like shit then expect her to bail them out when they got their asses kicked because of their bad behavior?

      “You don’t look at her,” Shade said, the words low and menacing. He was advancing on the man, herding him to the edge of the sidewalk.

      When the guy’s back bounced off the brick wall of a shop, panic flared in his gaze. A few pedestrians looked their way, torn between curiosity and a healthy dose of trepidation. All it took was a snarl from Raze, a flash of red in his eyes, and they scurried away like rats from a burning building.

      “Come on,” I tugged at Adriel. “Let’s just go. He isn’t worth it.”

      But Shade didn’t move from where he’d cornered the man. I watched as his form seemed to swell and grow even larger and more imposing until he was looking down on the terrified asshole—a god deigning to gaze upon mere mortals.

      “You think you have the right to speak about her like that?”

      The man flinched.

      “You think you have the right to speak about any woman like that?”

      People stopped glancing our way as I felt the tingle of Shade’s shadowy magic fall around us. The man must have felt it too, because the color drained from his face as he realized no one was going to stop and help him. He was on his own with a monster of a man looming over him. He looked to Saint, Raze, and Adriel, and his fear became so palpable that I could practically taste it.

      Bitter vinegar and rotting apples.

      As each of them let their bodies flicker, a shadow of their other forms clinging to them like dark gossamer, something flickered in me, too. For a moment, one fleeting moment, I imagined there was a well of shadowy power in me, just as there was in these men. I imagined what it would be like if I never had to feel scared or small again.

      Adriel’s onyx gaze fell on me, his head canting to the side as he searched my face for something. Shadows swirled lazily around us like undulating smoke. It felt like velvet where it touched my skin, and when Adriel’s eyes widened, his attention on my hands, I looked down, too.

      Shadows clung to my fingers and hands like silken gloves.

      “What…?” With wide eyes, I looked at Adriel. But his attention wasn’t on my hands anymore or on the shadows that melded to them. He stared at me openly, gaze flicking from my eyes to my lips, raw emotion I couldn’t quite place etched into every feature.

      The whimpered cry of the man who’d called me a whore broke our stare-off, and I shook my head, needing to come back to reality.

      “I’m sorry, ok? God, I’m really fucking sorry. I swear I’ll never say anything like that to another woman as long as I live.” Tremors shook his body, even as Shade’s swelled with power.

      Slipping out of Adriel’s hold, I laid my palm on his back. None of their shadows clung to my skin anymore. I was back to normal, unremarkable Harlow. But it seemed that was enough.

      “Shade.” My voice was low, soothing, and calm. “I’m hungry. Just let him go. I don’t want to let some insignificant asshole like this ruin our morning.”

      Shade’s breathing began to even out, his body slowly returning to its normal size beneath my hand.

      “We were supposed to have a nice day together. Please.”

      That one word was all it took to pull my chaos being’s eyes from the sniveling middle aged man to me, and I sucked in a harsh breath at what I saw.

      Power and destruction lashed at his skin like a tempest, desperate to break free from the tentative hold he had on it. I pressed my palm to his chest, over his heart, and felt the wildness of that power as it raged within him.

      “Hey, Shade. It’s all right. He’s an asshole, and yeah, he hurt my feelings, but I’m ok. Besides, who gives a fuck what an insignificant nobody thinks of me when I have you four?” With the gentlest touch, I ran my hand up and down his chest, moving closer as he shuddered, his form returning to more human proportions.

      A grin tugged at the corner of my lips. “There you are. Hi.”

      His large palm cupped my cheek, and I leaned into it. “No one gets to hurt you, Harlow. Not as long as I’m around.”

      My hand wrapped around his, and I momentarily turned my attention to the shaking man still pressed against a rough brick wall. “Go. Get out of here.”

      Shade stiffened, but didn’t contradict me, and the man didn’t waste even a second as he scampered away, metaphorical tail between his legs.

      “What were you going to do to him, anyway?” I didn’t move away from him, didn’t pull away from his touch. People still swerved around us without even realizing why, magic and shadows hiding us almost completely from view.

      “Kill him,” Shade replied without a hint of hesitation.

      It probably should have shaken me, should have repulsed me, but my grin only grew. “Can’t just kill anyone who looks at me funny or says something stupid, you know.”

      It was his turn to grin. “Actually, I can.”

      I threw back my head and laughed, the others joining in. “Fair enough. I suppose you could, but it doesn’t mean you should.” My stomach chose that moment to growl, ruining the authoritative air I was going for.

      Shade shrugged, slipping his hand from my face and capturing mine in it. “I make no promises either way. Now let’s go get a table somewhere before your stomach yells at us again.”
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      “Table for five?” The hostess ran an appraising eye over all four of the men standing around me before turning to me and giving me a grin and a wink.

      “Yeah,” I said, trying not to giggle.

      “Right this way, queen.” She turned and led us into a busy dining, seating us at a round table toward the back. “Your server will be with you all in a minute.”

      I grinned, her reaction setting me at ease. After the walk here, every look and interaction had my stomach in knots. Nothing like some asshole almost getting murdered for insulting you to start the day off with a bang. That, and all of the attention we’d drawn. I wasn’t used to being stared at by so many people, especially not when they were all looking at me with either jealousy or disgust. Thank God for the hostess. I needed at least one person not to judge me today.

      We lapsed into a comfortable, mundane silence as everyone looked over their menus. I almost laughed at the absurdity of it all. Here I was, sitting around a table with four men I’d thought were figments of my imagination up until a couple of days ago, and we were doing something so normal, so human.

      But these men were anything but human. Hell, some might go so far as to call them monsters. But to me, they were safety, comfort, and companionship. And besides, what truly made a monster? Was it a terrifying form? Or was it something deeper than that, something more insidious? There were plenty of normal looking men walking around this city with darkness profound and malignant rotting away their insides, just waiting for their chance to take advantage of someone. To hurt someone. Was it a terrifying exterior that made you a monster or a violent darkness covered up by practiced smiles and an unassuming face?

      “Good morning, my name is Mark, and I’ll be your server today. Our special this weekend is butter pecan Belgian waffles and a fresh squeezed pomegranate orange juice.” The young man took each of us in, not even balking at the guys or me. He was going to get a fantastic tip if he managed to keep that up all throughout breakfast. “Can I get anyone started with some coffee?”

      “God, yes,” I replied.

      The server grinned. “Any for you, gentlemen?”

      They all ordered coffee, and the server headed back toward the kitchens.

      “So, Harlow, your birthday’s coming up.” Raze glanced up from his menu with a smile. “How do you want to celebrate?”

      The question caught me off guard. I’d barely given more than a fleeting thought to my birthday in the midst of all the craziness of the campaign, the press conference, and the horror that followed.

      “I haven’t even thought about it,” I confessed. “I’m not sure I want to do anything.”

      “Nonsense,” Raze exclaimed, folding his menu and setting it aside. “Of course we’re going to do something. We have to celebrate. After all, you only get so many human birthdays.”

      His flippant remark was a careless shove sending me toppling into icy water.

      You only get so many human birthdays.

      Of course. They weren’t human. They’d watched over me since I was a little girl. They might look to be only a few years older than me, but they weren’t, were they?

      And just like that, all of the secret hopes that they would stay, that they’d decide they wanted to explore whatever this attraction was between us, were snuffed out like a candle in a hurricane. I was human. In the span of their lives, would mine even register as more than a blip?

      “Harlow?” Adriel’s voice held concern, and it was etched across the lines of his face. Brows knit together, he observed me. “You ok?”

      I shook my head, desperate to clear it. “Hmm? Oh, yeah, sorry, I’m totally fine.”

      The single arched brow told me he wasn’t convinced.

      Raze looked pained. “Did I say something wrong?”

      Plastering on a fake smile, I shook my head again. “Not at all. I guess I was thinking about what happened on the way here.”

      The red-eyed man cocked his head, assessing, reading me. His lips were pressed in a hard, thin line, but I held that smile on my face, forcing him to either call me out on my bullshit, or to carry on the conversation like he believed me.

      He didn’t, but something in my expression must have convinced him to let it slide.

      “Is there anything you’d like to do? Anything you’ve been thinking about, but would never do by yourself? Like skydiving or base-jumping or something?”

      Adriel scoffed. “We’re not taking Harlow out to do something life threatening.”

      You only get so many human birthdays.

      “Really, I wasn’t planning on doing anything. I was probably going to soak in a bubble bath with a good book.” I could tell Raze wasn’t going to accept that answer, but I really didn’t feel like making a big deal out of growing another year older. Especially when a large part of me believed that there was a very good chance I’d be spending my birthday in prison for murder.

      “We’ll plan something.” Raze’s teeth gleamed as he flashed me a broad smile. “You won’t have to worry about a thing.”

      “Somehow that doesn’t actually put me at ease,” I replied.

      His grin turned feral.

      “All right, I’ve got coffee.” The server set steaming mugs before each of us. “Are you all ready to order?”
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      I wasn’t able to stew in my depressing thoughts about mortality and why nothing would ever happen with my four protectors for long. They were too ridiculous.

      Breakfast was filled with conversation and jokes, each of them showing me more of their personalities, more of who they were outside of the fabricated constructs of my dreams. They told me stories about their home, their jobs, and even a few about Death. I asked a million questions, and though they answered each one, I still felt like there was so much I didn’t understand about their realm. Things they weren’t telling me.

      “I wish I could visit the Shadow Realm with you,” I told them after breakfast while we walked around the city. We didn’t have any particular destination in mind, just content to be with one another.

      “Human bodies can’t survive in the Realm,” Adriel had responded, his brows furrowed, lips pursed.

      “Oh,” I replied. “It would have been cool to meet your princess.”

      “She’s away on a trip right now.” Saint grabbed my hand, pulling me into his side. “You wouldn’t be able to meet her, anyway.”

      I tried not to stiffen at his tone, tried not to feel the sting of what felt a hell of a lot like a brush off. Of course, their princess wouldn’t have time to meet with a lowly human girl. She was probably off on some diplomatic trip, helping Death run their kingdom.

      I’d never measure up to that, and I didn’t suppose I’d even register on a princess’ radar.

      So I changed the subject, dragging the four of them off to my favorite little book shop.

      “Don’t you have enough smut?” Saint’s hand was still folded around mine as I wandered over to the romance section.

      Knowing what I did now—that they watched me often—the teasing lilt of his words had me grinning. They all clearly knew what kind of books I read. Paranormal romance of the spicy variety.

      “One can never have enough smut,” I replied, tugging a book off the shelf with a pretty pink-haired fae on the cover.

      One brow rose as he looked over my shoulder. “Circus smut?”

      “I heard this book was badass. Don’t judge me.”

      “Fuck, pretty girl, I think you misunderstand what I’m thinking.” His eyes rolled languidly down my body. “I’m betting there are some acrobatic scenes in there, and I’m always up for learning something new.”

      My cheeks flamed as he flicked his tongue out, running it over his bottom lip before it snagged on the inhuman point of his canines. Damnit. Now I was picturing Saint worshiping my body in all sorts of sordid positions.

      “Now you’re getting the picture.”

      “I’m also getting the book,” I said, clutching it to my chest and earning a raspy laugh from the white-haired man.

      “This one looks good, too.” He read the blurb on the back cover out loud. “Oh, monstrous shifters and a damsel turned curse? Raze would like that.”

      “What would I like?” The man himself rounded a nearby shelf, a few books tucked under his arm. He didn’t miss anything. Not the flush on my cheeks, not the way Saint’s hand was still wrapped around mine, not the book I held as if someone might try to tug it out of my clutches.

      Saint held the book up. “Monstrous shifters plus smut.”

      Raze took it from his outstretched hand, skimming the back. “Yes, please.” It was added to his stack, and I couldn’t hold in my chuckle.

      “You guys are going to read a reverse harem romance book?”

      The two men shared a look, their smiles turning devious before Raze nodded. “We’re completely secure in our masculinity, Lo. We can kill a man without physically touching him. I don’t think enjoying a good romance is going to bring our man-score down.”

      I arched a brow, chuckling. “Man score? Is that a thing?”

      Saint snorted out a laugh. “Not with the guys who would score the highest…”

      “Truth,” Raze agreed.

      “Well, in that case, got any recommendations for me?” I bumped Raze’s hip with mine, my chest swelling with joy at being their sole focus. I never wanted it to end, so I wouldn’t let myself think about how inevitable it was that it would.

      “Oh, princess, we’ve got plenty of recommendations,” Saint drawled, sharp teeth flashing as he graced me with a brilliant smile.

      So, for the next hour, we all browsed and added books to an ever-growing pile. They told me they were going to read me stories before bed. Smutty ones. Smutty ones where the girl ended up with more than one man.

      My cheeks never stopped flaming, even as we stood around the cash register to pay for our haul.

      “You’re beautiful when you blush, you know.” Adriel’s words, murmured low in my ear as he stood behind me, made me shiver.

      My gaze was on Saint as he paid for our cache, much to the obvious amusement of the girl behind the counter, but my body went taut with awareness at Adriel’s proximity. I had been trying—and likely failing—to keep my reactions to them in check. As much as I wanted to give in to the flirty touches and sweet words, Raze’s comment was still playing on a loop in my head.

      You only get so many human birthdays.

      And every time I found myself hoping that all of this could lead to something real, to something more, those words brought me back down to earth. So I made a deal with myself. I’d enjoy whatever this was while it lasted, but I would never forget how insignificant I was in the grand scheme of their lives. Saint might call me princess, but they had a real one to serve. And one day, probably sooner than I wanted to consider, she’d call them home.

      So even though Adriel’s praise brought that heat right back up in my cheeks, I told myself he was just being sweet. He was trying to keep me from dwelling on Pike’s attack, his death, or the fact that I’d have to show up at headquarters tomorrow and pretend I hadn’t watched with more unflinching steadiness than I had a right to as the men of my dreams ripped the heart right out of his chest.

      Even though I was starting to suspect that my heart had shadows of its own; shadows that didn’t need them to distract me. Shadows that would push all of my human fear, remorse, and morality right out of my head, if I let them.

      “What are you thinking about, Lo?” Adriel’s breath made my hair stir; made goosebumps erupt across my flesh.

      I turned my head to the side, catching his obsidian eyes. “Just enjoying the moment. Storing it up, you know?”

      He regarded me thoughtfully. “Storing it up for what?”

      I smiled, but suspected it betrayed more than a hint of my melancholic thoughts. “For the day I need something truly good to cling to. Whenever that may be.”

      Adriel’s brow creased. “We’re not going to leave you alone, Harlow. We told you.”

      “I know,” I replied. “But I also know that you four have responsibilities and important roles to play in the Shadow Realm.”

      Saint smiled broadly as the cashier handed him two bags filled with books, passing one to Shade whose eyes flickered between Adriel and me. They began walking for the door and we followed.

      “Besides”—I forced as much levity into my tone as I could—“I’ll probably end up living a boring, mundane life. I’ll look back on all of this and it’ll keep me going when I’m fifty and trapped in a passionless marriage to a guy with a beer belly and a receding hairline.”

      Four low growls filled the air, the other three clearly having listened to our entire conversation.

      Adriel’s form flickered for the briefest moment before his expression shuttered. It all happened so quickly that anyone else watching would have chalked it up as a trick of the light. But I knew better.

      “I’m sure you’d never settle for something like that.”

      The air crackled with volatile energy. Like a static charge heralding incoming severe weather. My attention shifted to Shade, who watched me with an indecipherable expression on his face.

      He stalked toward me. “Whoever you tie yourself to had better be worthy of you, Harlow. Because, responsibilities or no, I will end anyone who hurts you. Even if he is your husband.”

      The shiver that skittered down my spine should have been pure dread, but it wasn’t.

      Was I actually aroused by his threat against my theoretically awful husband’s life?

      I needed to make an appointment with my therapist sooner rather than later.

      “Don’t worry,” I replied, blowing out a deep breath. “None of my boyfriends seem to stick around long, anyway.”

      I could have kicked myself for torpedoing the fun we’d been having, for completely extinguishing the mood. This was why I’d need to work on protecting my heart from them. They made me off-kilter, made me want things I could never have. These four men made it all too easy to forget that life wasn’t a deliciously smutty reverse harem novel where the girl got her happily ever after and never had to choose.

      Looking between the four men who were all watching me with an intensity I didn’t know how to process, I fidgeted with the purse strap crossing my chest. “Come on, I need more coffee. There’s a place I love right down the street.”

      And then I began walking, not bothering to look back, not checking to make sure they followed after me. I knew with absolute certainty that they would. Which was going to make denying my feelings for them that much harder.

      The silence was tense as we walked the six blocks to the coffee shop.

      “Harlow,” Adriel’s hand wrapped gently around my wrist, pulling me to a stop outside of the little cafe. “I know all of this is overwhelming, and I know you don’t really know us all that well, but when we say we’ll never leave you alone again, we mean it.”

      The others nodded, brows furrowed, jaws tight, lips pressed together. They believed what they said, that much was clear, but they were looking at things through an immortal lens. Were they even considering that I’d get old and frail, and probably grumpy and boring, while they’d still be these godlike men in their prime? How could you make a promise like that?

      I sighed, twisting a length of my long hair around my finger as I stared at the sidewalk. How did I say this without sounding like a self-pitying girl mining for compliments and reassurance?

      “I know. And I believe you. It’s just—I’m not like you. You four have lived longer lives than I can even imagine. You will continue to lead long lives.” I looked up at them through the fringe of my lashes. “But I’m human. In twenty years I’ll look like I could be your mom. In forty, people will think I’m your grandmother for fuck’s sake.” I turned my attention to Raze. “I’ll only get so many human birthdays.”

      His eyes widened, regret marring his beautiful features. It didn’t belong there, though. He was right. It wouldn’t do me any good to pretend otherwise.

      “Harlow, I—“

      I let my hair fall from around my finger and waved my hand dismissively. “No, you were right when you said it. It hit me kinda hard, but you were right.” I sucked in a harsh breath. “The thing is, it would be too easy to cling to your promise that you’ll never leave me alone again. Because, if I’m being honest, there’s nothing I want more than for that to be the truth. I just don’t think it would be fair to any of you. Or me, really. Because whatever this is”—I motioned between the five of us—“it can’t be what I want it to be.”

      Adriel looked pained, his face crumpled, obsidian eyes haunted. “Harlow, you don’t understand. There are things we—“

      “Harlow?” A curious, excited voice cut through whatever Adriel was about to say, and four sets of eyes turned with my own to find the source. Beau’s easy, infectious smile greeted me, the brightness of it not dimmed by the dark sunglasses covering his sapphire eyes. “I thought that was you.”

      I fidgeted, but forced my lips into a smile. Beau either had the worst timing ever, or the best, depending on how you looked at it. But by the murderous looks being thrown his way by the four deadly men around me, I suspected it might be the worst for him as far as his safety was concerned.

      “Hey, Beau! I wasn’t expecting to run into you.” Moving away from the men staring daggers at the intruder, I stepped into the hug he was offering with only a little trepidation.

      His arms tightened around me, holding me close for a few beats longer than would be considered merely friendly. When we finally broke apart, he was looking down at me, lips twitching faintly.

      Oh, God. Do not kiss me right now.

      I wasn’t in the mood to witness another murder.

      A couple of guys shifted nervously behind Beau, their eyes on the men at my back. They recognized the threat, even if he didn’t.

      “These must be your friends!” He looped his arm around my waist, turning his attention to the guys. “Hey, I’m Beau. It’s so nice to meet you guys.”

      None of them deigned to offer Beau any kind of response, just hard stares that would have had most men running for the hills. Especially the way Adriel was staring at Beau’s hand on my hip as if he were contemplating ripping the damned thing from Beau’s body.

      I cleared my throat, eyes flashing a warning to behave, even as I wriggled out of Beau’s hold to face all of them at once.

      I motioned to my four shadows. “Beau, this is Shade, Adriel, Raze, and Saint. Guys, this is Beau.”

      Most of them only grunted in greeting, if that, but Raze’s eyes flashed brightly as he extended a hand to Beau.

      “So nice to meet you, Bob. Any friend of Lo’s is a friend of ours.” He slung a possessive arm around my waist, dragging me into his side before kissing my temple.

      Like a God damned dog pissing on my leg to mark his territory.

      I pulled away, skewering Raze with a withering glare. My eyes slid to Beau, gauging his reaction to the display, but his face was relaxed and neutral. If he was bothered by Raze’s behavior, he didn’t let it show. My estimation of him rose.

      “Beau,” he simply corrected with a smile.

      “Oh,” Raze covered his mouth in faux-embarrassment, “I’m so sorry. I swear, I need to get my hearing checked out.”

      Ignoring him, Beau turned his attention back to me. “Are you having a fun visit?”

      “Yeah,” I replied, twisting my hair again. “It’s been really nice. I hadn’t seen these guys in so long that they were starting to feel like figments of my imagination.”

      Saint grinned. “Don’t worry, princess, you know we promise not to stay away so long again.”

      I couldn’t help it, I smiled, feeling my cheeks warm.

      I could feel Beau’s gaze on me, unwavering, probing, before he turned to the guys.

      “So, where are you all from? Harlow said you were visiting from out of town?”

      Adriel was the one to reply. “We live out of state. It was kind of an impulsive trip.” He turned to wink at me. “We just couldn’t stay away from our girl any longer.”

      Beau’s brows rose, but he didn’t take the bait. “I haven’t known her as long as you, I’m sure, but already I can’t imagine being away from her at all.”

      Oh, God. This was brutal. And so awkward. I cleared my throat.

      Ignoring Adriel’s possessive response, Beau smiled. “So how long are you in town for?”

      I wished Beau would take off his sunglasses so I could read his expression better, because he was playing it cool as a cucumber. Either he was really secure in who he was, or he was absolutely insane, because even passersby were giving the four men staring daggers at him a wide berth. There were predators in their midst, and some primal part of their brain recognized that.

      Maybe that part of Beau’s brain was out of order.

      “Actually,” Saint drawled, looking about as nonchalant as a lion about to pounce on its prey, “we’re thinking about relocating here. Hell, maybe even in Harlow’s building. I heard a rumor some space had opened up.”

      Shade chuckled lowly at the joke, but I was having a hard time finding the humor in any of it. Hadn’t I just told them that whatever this was between us couldn’t go any further? They were immortal, for fuck’s sake. I wasn’t. Which meant that, at some point, I was going to either need to decide to die alone, or set my sights on a nice human guy. A guy like the one beside me who hadn’t run away screaming, yet, though I wouldn’t have blamed him if he did.

      Beau smiled widely, his attention turning to me. “That’s great! I’m sure Harlow will love having her old friends around.”

      He wasn’t taking their bait, wasn’t sinking to their level, and some of that initial warmth I felt when we met flickered and flared momentarily like a dying coal under a soft breeze. There was no way he was missing the disdain in their tone, or the way they wouldn’t stop trying to touch me, to lay claim to me. Who would have thought the men nicknamed after the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse would be so insecure?

      Raze let his gaze wander languidly up and down my form as heat flushed the skin on my chest. But this was embarrassment, not arousal. I felt like an idiot, standing in the middle of their one-sided pissing match.

      “We are quite inseparable.” His eyes flashed from russet to crimson for half a second.

      “Well, someone as amazing as Harlow deserves to be surrounded by people who have her back,” Beau replied before turning to me, shutting down the conversation with the guys. “I’d love to take you out again soon, if you’ve got a free night this week. I know things are crazy with the campaign and now you’ve got your friends here, but just let me know.”

      My stomach churned at his mention of the campaign, and I couldn’t help the bolt of worry that I’d never get another chance to go out with Beau again. Or anyone else, for that matter.

      It’s hard to date in federal prison.

      I detangled myself from Adriel and stepped a bit closer to Beau. “Yeah, I’d like that. I’ll text you, ok?”

      His smile was broad and genuine as Beau closed the space between us and placed a soft kiss on my forehead. “Sounds good. Have a great time with your friends.”

      As he walked away with his own friends, I felt only irritation. At the four men around me for being such possessive dicks, and at myself for feeling absolutely nothing when Beau’s lips brushed against my skin.
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      “What the hell is wrong with you four?” I hissed as I stormed into the coffee shop.

      Shade, to his credit, had the good sense to at least feign remorse; the other three wore expressions ranging from smug to utterly confused.

      “What did we do, princess?” Saint halted my stomping by grabbing my hand.

      “Oh, no. Don’t you princess me. You know exactly what you did.”

      His golden eyes widened, but you’d have to be a fool to miss the glint of mischief and amusement dancing within them. My body tingled with irritation from head to toe, like being shocked by a static charge. Saint opened his mouth to say something, but I cut him off with a palm in front of his face.

      “Don’t insult my intelligence right now. It will not end well for you.”

      Raze stepped up beside me, leaning in to skim his nose along my neck. “Damn. Implied violence looks good on you, baby.”

      “It won’t be implied for long, if you assholes keep it up,” I grumbled under my breath, pushing away from all of them and getting in line to order. Apparently it was going to be a quad-shot kind of morning. One for each of the irritating shadows behind me.

      “I still don’t know what we did wrong,” Saint said, his words quiet in my ear. He was standing so close.

      The harried barista motioned to the people in front of me. “Next.”

      “Are you trying to tell me that I didn’t just witness you four trying to start a pissing match with the one guy I’ve managed to feel even the slightest bit of interest in? My romantic life has been in a drought for so long that I feel like my vagina may dry up and fill with sand!”

      That one earned me a few curious and amused looks from the people around us, but I was past caring.

      “We were perfectly courteous,” Adriel said.

      “Then you and I have very different definitions of the word.”

      The people in front of us finished paying for their order, and I stepped up to the counter before the barista could call for the next people in line.

      “What can I get for you today, miss?”

      “I would like an iced quad-shot latte, please.”

      The barista nodded, turning to look at the men behind me. “Oh, no, we’re not together. They can pay for their own drinks.”

      Saint chuckled. “Actually, we’ll pay for hers. You go ahead and add them all to one check.”

      “I got it,” I practically growled out, yanking my debit card out of my purse and jamming it so hard into the card reader that the barista actually winced. He looked between me and the four men at my back and weighed his options. “Run. The. Card.”

      The kid at the counter blanched, hitting a couple of buttons then quickly offering me the receipt.

      “Thank you.”

      Saint sniggered behind me, but I ignored him, pulling my phone out of my pocket and opening my texts. Tapping on Beau’s name, I typed out a quick message.

      

      Me: Sorry about my friends. They were acting like real assholes.

      

      The reply was swift, and I grinned. Despite the lack of heat I felt for Beau, he seemed like the kind of guy it would be worth exploring things with. Heat could come later, right? Not all attraction was instantaneous and fiery. Hell, I thought he was hot, but ever since my four shadows had literally ripped through worlds to save me, not even a pretty face was enough to turn my head. Or my heart, it would seem.

      The problem lay in that, even though they’d turned out to be real, anything romantic with them was still very much a dream. I was mortal. They were not. There really wasn’t any way around that one.

      

      Beau: No worries. I’ve met guys like them, remember? They won’t scare me away.

      

      I grinned, recalling his story about showing up with flowers for a girl as a teenager only to be thwarted by a bunch of asshole kids.

      

      Me: You sure? They’re huge pains. I’d understand if you didn’t want to deal with any of it.

      

      Beau: I’m sure. You’re worth the trouble. Dinner soon?

      

      Me: Definitely.

      

      “Who’re you texting that has you grinning?” Shade sidled up to me, eyes flicking over my phone.

      I sighed, shoving it back in my pocket before rubbing my temples. “What’s up with you guys?”

      His brows pulled together, lines marring that perfect face. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, you show up out of nowhere—which I’m grateful for, don’t get me wrong—after having years to show yourselves. But you never did. You let me question my reality, my sanity, my memories, and you stayed in my dreams.” My voice was low, but even at a whisper, it was impossible to hide the hysteria creeping into my tone.

      “And now, what? You come waltzing into my life and act like you have some kind of claim on me? Like I should give in to this fucked up desire I thought wasn’t even based in reality until two days ago, and ignore the fact that I’m not like you?” My chest rose and fell violently, the words spilling out in an unstoppable torrent now that there was even the smallest chip in the walls around my heart.

      I let myself fall into Shade’s nebulous gaze, putting it all out there for him to see, to understand. Because if any of them could, it would be the man before me, swirling with chaos. “I’ve never had a normal life. I’ve never had normal friends, or a normal job—not until the last five years or so. And it’s been really nice. If I let myself fall for you”—my eyes bounced between the four of them—“I have no chance in hell of being normal ever again.”

      Shade was silent for a moment, studying me. His voice was quiet, tentative when he spoke again. “Why would you want to be normal, when you are so clearly more?”

      The laugh that bubbled up out of me sounded bitter, even to my ears. “Because I’m so fucking tired of being alone, Shade. So tired. And as much as I love the way all of you make me feel, I simply cannot see an outcome here that doesn’t end up with me alone and hurting.”

      His fingers rose to trace my jaw. “We would never hurt you, Harlow.”

      I sighed. “Not on purpose, no. But you have lives, responsibilities, and you will be this way“—I motioned to encompass the physical nature of him—“for so much longer than I’ll even be alive, won’t you?”

      He didn’t respond. It was answer enough.

      “That’s what I thought.” There was no warmth in my smile when it curved my lips up in a poor attempt to mask my disappointment. “Maybe I want to be normal, because at least then I may not end up alone, wondering what you four are up to in a land I can’t visit.”

      Images of myself as an old woman flooded me. Lying in bed, staying up well past the point of exhaustion, on the off chance they might show that night. Watching as the people around me share decades worth of history and secrets, while I cling to decades-old memories of stolen moments with shadowy men I had no business caring about, no business missing.

      My chest cracked at the thought.

      “So, maybe Beau’s not the man of my dreams.” I sighed, trying not to think about the dream I’d shared with Saint, or the dreams where they’d saved me, held me, comforted me. “But he’s real, and he’s interested in me. Don’t I owe it to myself to give that a chance?”

      “We’re real,” Shade murmured, hurt gobbling up the light in his eyes until they were nothing more than hungry black holes.

      I reached up to run my thumb along his cheekbone. “I know. But maybe whatever I think this is, isn’t.”

      He flinched as if I’d struck him, and I regretted the words instantly. But they were out there now. There was no taking things like that back.

      “If it makes a difference, I really, really wish it was.”

      “Sometimes I forget,” he said, more to himself than me. “I forget that there’s so much you don’t…” The words dissipated like smoke on a breeze.

      “Coffee for Harlow.”

      I looked away just long enough to grab my latte, but when I turned around, Shade’s expression had gone back to something a bit more neutral, though I could still see conflict churning around inside him.

      “C’mon, princess.” Saint gave me a tight smile. It didn’t reach his eyes. “Let’s head home. We’ve got a lot to discuss before tomorrow.”
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      The walk home was quiet, tense, each of us lost in our thoughts, each of us trying to find a way forward in a situation with no easy paths. For myself, I felt like I was being tossed around by a relentless surf. Just when I felt like I might be able to gulp down a lungful of air, the undertow would drag me under and spin me around again.

      I was being pulled in two directions, and neither would end well for me, I knew that much. If I gave myself over to whatever was happening between myself and the four silent men prowling behind me, it would be a fast burning wildfire—hot and devastating—and when it ran out of fuel, out of things to burn, there might be nothing left in its wake. If I denied them, if I chose a normal life with someone sweet and unassuming like Beau, it would be the opposite. Like wet kindling that smoked and smoldered, but never truly caught fire. But at least there might be something left of me, in the end?

      I knew what I should want, what any sane girl would want, but had I ever been truly sane?

      “I need a minute alone,” I announced when we walked inside and, not bothering to look back, strode into my bedroom and shut the door behind me. Not that doors would keep them out, if they were determined, especially unlocked ones.

      “How do we keep fucking this up so badly?” I heard Raze ask.

      Setting my coffee on the bedside table, I flopped down onto the middle of the massive mattress, starfish style. My insides were a chaotic jumble of emotions, worries, and longings I didn’t want to give my attention to. Because if I did, I’d never be able to talk myself into a normal relationship with a normal man.

      So much of my childhood had been spent longing for a normal, mundane existence. It was natural to want those things after living through as much physical pain and emotional uncertainty as I had. And for the first time, it was looking like maybe I had a real shot at getting that life. But the fates had to go and throw a plot twist in to entertain themselves.

      How was it fair that on the same day I bump into a handsome stranger who is the very definition of normal, four sexy, possessive, slightly unhinged men come striding in like avenging angels?

      “I don’t know what you want from me,” I growled at the fates. “I don’t know what I want from me.”

      Frustration crackled like a live wire in my chest. I couldn’t even talk about this with anyone, couldn’t work it out over coffee and ice cream with Becks like I wished I could. Because all of this was crazy, and that wasn’t even taking the dead senator into account. No, I couldn’t drag Becks into any of this, couldn’t ask my parents for advice; I was well and truly on my own.

      A soft knock snapped me out of my musings, Adriel’s voice floating through the door.

      “Harlow? Can I come in?”

      I ran a hand down my face. “Yeah.”

      The door snicked open before quietly latching again. I didn’t look in his direction, just stared, unblinking, at the ceiling above me. The bed dipped as Adriel climbed in next to me, his body close enough to brush against mine.

      “I’m sorry,” he began, the words low.

      “For being a giant asshole?”

      He sighed deeply. “Yes. For being a giant asshole.”

      Silence stretched between us, but it wasn’t strained or awkward, even if I was unhappy with them. How was it possible to be so utterly at ease with someone you barely knew? Because, as far as I was concerned, spending time with them in dreams I had always believed weren’t real didn’t count as knowing someone.

      “I’m really confused, Adriel.”

      He didn’t speak, but he did scoot closer, our arms and legs pressed against each other’s. After a few minutes, he sighed. “I’m sorry. We didn’t mean to disrupt your life so much.”

      Rolling onto my side, our eyes locked. He’d been watching me while I stared at the ceiling. The intensity of what I saw in those obsidian orbs stole my breath for a moment, and anything I was going to say along with it.

      “I’m not sorry you disrupted my life,” I whispered after a moment. “Just confused as to why you waited so long.” I worried at my lip, deciding how vulnerable I was capable of being. “I’ve been so lonely.”

      Regret, raw and real flashed across Adriel’s face, and then he was pulling me into his arms. As they tightened around me, the first tear fell, and I buried my face in his chest, his shirt fisted in my hands.

      “Fuck, sweetheart. I’m so sorry. There were rules, promises we made that we’d keep our distance, let you live your life…” His hand whispered through my hair, the other splayed across my spine. “But we should have said fuck ‘em a long time ago and been here for you. We should have known better than to stay away.”

      His fingers stopped trailing through my hair, moving to my forehead and cheeks. “Harlow, we won’t stand in the way of things if you want a normal life.” He said the word normal as if it were rotten on his tongue. “But I’m telling you right now, how we feel about you transcends this human body you’re in, transcends the time you’ll have in it.”

      I lifted my face from his chest, looking up to meet his smoldering gaze.

      “So if there’s a part of you that can’t stand the idea of living some boring, expected existence, I’m telling you that you don’t have to be afraid. Not of losing us, not ever.”

      God, I wanted that to be the truth, and when Adriel spoke, I knew he meant it.

      “I don’t know how to be unafraid.”

      His eyes softened, thumb tracing my jaw, right below my lips. “You say that, but you’re the bravest person I know.”

      A tear slid down my cheek, and Adriel leaned in. My heart pounded away as he reverently kissed the tear from my skin, his thumb still tracing my jaw. My voice shook as I whispered his name.

      “Adriel…”

      And then his lips were on mine. Soft, at first, tender and exploratory: the awed wonder of an adventurer on a quest who’s finally found the hidden treasure he sought. It took me so by surprise that, for a moment, I was frozen in place. But when the tip of his tongue traced the seam of my mouth, my body moved of its own accord.

      I opened for him, our kiss deepening, as hunger began to hum beneath my skin. I pressed myself closer, our bodies pressed together as our tongues tangled and danced. Oh, God, he was hard everywhere, and I gasped into his mouth when he rolled me onto my back, caging me in against the mattress.

      Adriel’s hand fisted my hair at the base of my neck as he settled between my thighs, the hard length of him brushing against my core. Even through our jeans, the friction was almost too much.

      He kissed me like he had been waiting centuries for this moment, and everything outside of what he was doing to me faded to black. This kiss was heat and desire, devotion and affection. It was a claiming, and I wanted all of it.

      My hands explored his body, tracing the hard planes of his back, the hills and valleys of his muscular arms, the swell of his ass. I faintly registered the shadows that writhed and danced around us, the way they clung to my hands as I touched Adriel.

      “Fuck, Lo,” he said breathlessly, lips still skimming mine. “You feel so good beneath me.”

      Heat flooded my core, and I bucked against him at those words, earning a tortured groan. His fist tightened around my hair as he forced my head back, baring the column of my neck to him. Adriel nipped and sucked and kissed his way down my throat, and every nerve in my body sang in response.

      “Adriel…”

      His eyes were hooded when they met mine, lips swollen from our kisses. “I know you’re scared, baby girl, but so are we. Because if we have to stay away from you again, I don’t know what that will do to us.”

      My fingers were in his hair before he could speak another word, pulling his face down so my lips could crash against his. We kissed until I was breathless, until my body was so flushed and warm I thought I might burst into flames. I bucked my hips again, needing to feel his desire for me, needing to soothe the ache thrumming between my thighs.

      He groaned, pressing down on me, giving me that relief I craved, his knuckles skimming along the side of my breast.

      “Fuck me,” I begged, lost to all reason.

      Adriel’s hips bucked into mine, an involuntary reaction to my plea, but he didn’t rip off my clothes like I was desperate for him to do. He just kissed me, hard and deep, for another moment before breaking away and looking down at me with otherworldly desire flushing his cheeks.

      “You have no idea how much I want to fuck you,” he growled, the sound vibrating straight to my clit. “But the first time I plunge myself inside of you, I don’t want there to be a single doubt in your mind that I’m what you want.”

      He traced the pad of his pointer finger down the valley of my breasts as I writhed beneath him. “I don’t do things by halves, baby girl. If you give yourself to me, I will demand everything. And outside of my brothers, I don’t share.”

      Adriel watched my mouth as I panted, unable to catch my breath. He ran his thumb along my bottom lip, eyes flaring with heat when my tongue flicked out to taste him. Leaning down, he let his lips hover above mine, barely touching, while he branded me with his burning gaze.

      “You will be mine, Harlow. I may not be a patient man, but for you, I’ll wait.”

      Slowly, he pushed himself up off of the bed, hooded eyes never leaving my face. “Come out when you’re ready. We need to talk about a few things.”

      A whimper broke through my lips as the door snicked shut behind him. I actually fucking whimpered at the loss of his heat and touch.

      These men were a dangerous, raging inferno.

      Was I ready to burn?
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      I didn’t leave the bedroom for over an hour. I couldn’t escape the phantom touches, the memory of him that still trailed across my skin, couldn’t get the taste of him off of my tongue.

      So I’d done what any hot-blooded woman in my position would have. I escaped into the shower with my favorite toy and made myself come twice. Then I texted Becks to tell her I’d need another girl day soon.

      By the time I was ready to walk out of my bedroom, my hair was damp, hanging heavy down my back, my cheeks still hot. It was possible the flush was permanent after how close I’d come to combusting.

      They tracked me from the moment I opened the door. Had they heard what went on in there between Adriel and me? Had he told them?

      I realized I didn’t care. I realized there really wasn’t anything I felt the need to hide from a single one of them. After all, they’d seen me at my worst, time and again. I knew that now. Hell, it was possible they’d caught some part of me awkwardly screwing any number of the men I’d dated or hooked up with through their creepy magic mirrors.

      So what if they heard me begging Adriel to fuck me?

      To their credit, none of them brought it up or made a joke about it. None of them made me feel even the slightest bit ashamed for that little interlude, and something in me calmed. If I could trust these men with my life, maybe I could also trust them with my heart. However much of it I was willing to give.

      “Hi,” I said, feeling that heat creep in. I couldn’t seem to stop blushing around them.

      “We’re sorry,” Raze said in answer, pushing off from the wall he leaned against and striding toward me. His eyes were no longer muted and human-looking, and I realized how much I missed the luminous crimson of them when we were out and about. He stopped a few inches away from me, unsure whether or not I’d want him closer.

      “I know.” Making the choice for him, I stepped into his chest, sighing when strong arms wrapped around me. When I pulled back, I didn’t miss the looks of longing Shade and Saint were giving me, so with a parting smile for Raze, I crossed the room and stepped into Saint’s arms when he stood and opened them for me.

      “We’ll try to stop being such possessive bastards,” he whispered in my ear. He kissed my forehead when we broke apart, then swatted me on the ass to push me over to Shade.

      I could feel the chaos swirling around him from where he sat, unmoving, in the armchair by the window. He was fighting some kind of battle with himself, that much was clear. But I wasn’t afraid of the massive warrior.

      It only took a few steps to cross the room and fold myself into his lap, my arms wrapped around him. After several seconds, the stiffness and tension melted away, and he pulled me tighter into his chest, cheek resting on the crown of my head.

      “I struggle with my control, when it comes to you.” The words were soft like the touch of his fingers skimming down my arm. “But that’s no excuse.”

      “It’s ok. I wasn’t expecting to be caught in a pissing match this morning, that’s all.” I felt him wince at that, his hold on me tightening for a fraction of a second. “But, if I’m being honest, I didn’t love how it felt when half of the women we passed on the street were trying to eye fuck the lot of you, so I get it. It’s not okay, but I get it.”

      I let the silence stretch between us as my words sank in, then I turned in Shade’s lap so I could face the rest of them. Whatever this was between me and them wasn’t going anywhere, but if we didn’t come up with a damn good plan for showing up at a crime scene in the morning without looking guilty as hell, I might be. Straight to prison.

      “So. How do we play this tomorrow?”

      “Well, one thing is certain,” Adriel said, his eyes bottomless pits of cold determination. “We’re coming with you.”

      I started to protest, tried to tell him that it would look suspicious as hell if I showed up to work with an entourage of dark and broody men with murder in their eyes at my back, but he cut me off with a grin.

      “We’ll be hidden from every mortal but you, cloaked by our shadows and magic. They won’t see us, won’t feel us, but we’ll be right at your side to get you out of there if things go sideways.”

      I nodded, fidgeting in Shade’s lap as nerves began to erode whatever confidence I’d found in our earlier conversation. He simply began to run his fingers up and down the outside of my thighs to relax me, to distract me from the fear that was beginning to claw its way up my throat. Squirming for an entirely new reason, I had to admit it worked, at least in part.

      “I’m not a good actress. I don’t think I can pull this off.”

      “Love,” Raze pushed off the wall again, kneeling before me, his palms resting on my knees. “You can. You’re so much fucking stronger than you know, and if anyone can pull this off, it’s you. I know you’re scared, but you didn’t do anything wrong. You know that. So you’re going to walk into work with your head held high and your usual coffee in hand, and you’re going to act like you’re just as shocked and horrified as the rest of them.”

      I chewed on my bottom lip. “I still wish we could have just gotten rid of his body.”

      His thumbs brushed along the inside of my knees. “We told you why it wasn’t a good idea. This might be scarier right now, but it’s the option least likely to result in the police questioning you with any real heat.”

      Nodding, I tried to look like I believed that. “So what do I do when they ask me where I was that night?”

      “You tell them the truth. You went out for a dinner date, then some old friends dropped by unexpectedly and you spent the night catching up with them.” Raze smiled, one side of his mouth lifting, his head tilting to the side. “It’s easier to lie if you center it around a kernel of truth.”

      “And if they question you guys? You’re not from here, it’s not like you have identification you can hand over if they ask for it.”

      Saint clucked his tongue from across the room. “You wound us with your lack of trust in our foresight, princess.” Then he proceeded to pull a wallet from his back pocket complete with an Illinois driver’s license, an insurance card, and even a loyalty card from a Chicago-based coffee shop with several holes punched out.

      “Like I said before, Lo, we don’t do things by halves.” Adriel grinned, and I squirmed on Shade’s lap.

      Shade took up the explanation. “If anyone was to run a background check on us, they wouldn’t find anything funny. Hell, if they showed up at the house that’s supposed to be ours, the neighbors would tell them we’re decent neighbors, if a little loud, and that we left to visit our friend in D.C.”

      “How?”

      “We’ve got our ways,” he all but purred in my ear.

      Adriel chuckled. “The most important part is to keep your answers short and vague. People in shock find it harder to gather their thoughts, they catch on words, they trail off halfway through a sentence because they’re overwhelmed by what’s happened.” He shifted in his seat, elbows propping on his knees as he steepled his fingers. “But guilty people talk a lot. They ramble, their volume rises, they fidget, and their eyes can’t stay in one place. If someone questions you, let your eyes glaze over, cry a little if you can, then halfway through your thought, clam up and apologize. Tell them you’re sorry, it’s just all so awful.”

      “But I’m not sorry,” I whispered. “And I don’t think it’s awful that he’s dead.”

      Adriel nodded, understanding completely, no judgment in the look. “But there’s still a kernel of truth in that, too, because you are sorry. You’re sorry that asshole attacked you. You’re sorry you had to live through that. And it was awful, Lo. Fuck, watching that asshole put his hands on you…”

      His form flickered, some of the wraith bleeding through the facade of humanity. “It was awful. There’s no lie in that.”

      I nodded, unable to form words around the lump in my throat. The room fell silent, Raze settling in on the floor in front of me, resting his back against my legs. Shade still traced patterns along my thighs.

      “And if they don’t believe me?” The words were barely audible by the time I forced them past the boulder of anxiety blocking air from flowing freely into my lungs and keeping me from speaking. “If they arrest me?”

      Power flooded the room as all of them released growls. The air itself felt saturated with their magic, and their forms began to waver.

      “They wouldn’t even have a chance to lay a single finger on you before they would lie dead at your feet,” Shade promised, his voice filled with the vast reverb of his chaos.

      “If that were to happen,” Adriel added, “and it won’t, we’d cloak you in shadows and get you out of there. There are places we could take you. Places where no-one would ever find you.”

      My heart lurched at the thought. My mom and dad, Becks, even Seth…

      “And if that somehow failed, we would bring you into the Shadow Realm with us.”

      My jaw dropped, eyes widening as my heart began thundering in my chest. “But you said mortals can’t cross the veil. You said—“

      “I know what we said,” Adriel broke in. “But there are ways around that.” His face was grave, jaw ticking. “But that’s a last resort, Harlow. That’s the point of no return.”

      Numbness crept up my body, beginning at my feet then climbing. My blood felt like it was turning to sludge in my veins as I froze.

      None of them missed my reaction to Adriel’s words. None of them had anything to say to reassure me that it was no big deal, that it would be all right if things came to that. And I suspected that was because they wouldn’t lie to me. They may have kept things from me, sure. But they hadn’t outright lied that I was aware of.

      The unspoken truth hung heavy in the air, thick as their magic.

      If I crossed the veil into the Shadow Realm, I would never be coming back. My human life would be over.

      I prayed it wouldn’t come to that.
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      The next morning was tense and quiet. We moved around each other without a sound, though all four of them stole little touches and gestures of affection where they could. I couldn’t decide who it was meant to calm; me, or them. Either way, I needed that reassurance that they were there.

      I spent the night before religiously scrolling new sites, but Pike’s body still hadn’t been found. It was rare that someone didn’t show up at the office over the weekend, but there was no stopping someone finding his body this morning. It hadn’t hit the news yet, but it was now completely inevitable.

      I just hoped it wouldn’t be Becks or Seth who stumbled across Pike’s heartless corpse.

      My hands shook as I tried to apply my eyeliner, so I gave up, opting instead for a simple swipe of powder over my lids. I always showed up to the office looking put together, so foregoing that today wasn’t an option. Nothing could change in my routine, or it could call attention to me.

      Attention I did not want, and wasn’t sure I could handle.

      There was a soft knock on the bathroom door, and I startled, realizing I’d been staring at my reflection for a solid five minutes. Had I even blinked?

      “You ok?” Shade watched me with cautious eyes, as though I were some wild animal that may attack at any minute. Or perhaps just a woman who might break into hysterics. I often thought men viewed us much the same way.

      “No?” I shrugged. “But this isn’t really optional, is it?”

      He looked as thrilled about that as I felt. “We’ll be right there, right beside you every step of the way.”

      “I know you will be.” And I did. Everything with us might be complicated as hell, but one thing I didn’t need to figure out was that they would have my back. They always had, even if I was still trying to wrap my head around that fact.

      “Do you need to do anything else to get ready?”

      I ran through the mental checklist before shaking my head. “No, I’m ready. Well, you know what I mean.”

      He reached out, wrapping my hand in his much larger one before stepping so close that I had to look up to meet his gaze. He cupped my cheek in his free hand, and I leaned into the touch, letting my eyes flutter closed. “You can do this, Harlow.”

      “I sure as hell hope so.”

      He gave me another few seconds to stall before dropping his palm from my face and tugging me out of the bathroom. “Come on. It’s getting late, and you still need to stop by the coffee shop.”

      “I know. Can’t break routine, I got it.” Even if the thought of drinking acidic coffee made my stomach churn right now.

      With leaden feet, I followed behind Shade, wishing there was a way to fast forward through this day. I checked my phone every few minutes, waiting for a frantic text from Becca or Seth, but nothing had come yet. Maybe they hadn’t arrived at work. Or maybe they were already being questioned by police.

      Saint held my purse out for me, eyes searching my face. They were all worried I would break. I didn’t blame them. I was worried about the same damned thing.

      “We’ll be around you every step of the way. One at your front, one on each side, and one at your back. Nothing will touch you, no one will hurt you. You won’t see us, but we’ll be there, I promise you that.” Saint’s golden eyes began to bleed black, his deadly canines seeming to grow longer, his power wrapping around me like an invisible, impenetrable shield.

      “I’ll be fine,” I intoned. I wasn’t fooling anyone, but maybe if I kept telling myself that I’d start to believe it.

      “Come on, love. Let’s go.” Shadows began to wrap around Raze, but not before he bent down to kiss my forehead.

      The rest of them mimicked the gesture as shadows swirled around them like shimmering miasma. One by one, I watched as they disappeared from view. I had only a momentary surge of panic, my heart thundering wildly in my chest, until four sets of hands brushed along my spine, my arms, my shoulders.

      They were still here with me. They wouldn’t leave me to face this nightmare alone, just like they hadn’t left me alone to face the shape-shifting demons plucked straight from my worst memories that haunted my subconscious each night.

      I sucked in a deep, fortifying breath. “I’m glad you’re all here,” I murmured. Steeling my spine, I pushed open the door to my apartment and made my way out to the street. I half expected there to be an entourage of armed police officers waiting for me, guns raised, sights set on me, but I was only greeted with the normal bustle of Monday foot traffic and impatient drivers honking at anyone who slowed them down.

      “I can do this,” I whispered to myself then began walking.

      Each step felt like climbing steep stairs to the gallows, like I was walking directly into the open door of an eight by eight cell and the end of whatever life I’d managed to build for myself. But still, I kept walking. One foot in front of the other, until I stopped at the door of the coffee shop. I caught my reflection in the glass panes and knew I’d have to do better, have to be more convincing that I didn’t know exactly what I was walking into.

      Plastering a half-assed smile on my face, I pushed inside and waved at the baristas. They were busy, as usual, and I hoped that meant none of them would try to make small talk. A smile I could fake. Small talk? Debatable.

      “Hey, what can I get ’cha?”

      “The usual, please.”

      “You got it.”

      I smiled at the barista as I paid, then tried not to fidget as I waited for them to call my drink. Invisible hands rubbed along my spine, encouraging me to breathe, and I wished I could lean into them. Instead, I tried to be still, to look normal, until my drink was ready.

      When the barista handed me my latte, I wasted no time scurrying out the door. All of the people in there were making me feel claustrophobic.

      “Breathe, love,” Raze whispered in my ear.

      And I tried, I really did. I tried so hard to breathe as I walked those final blocks to Senator Pike’s campaign headquarters. I tried not to picture his broken body splayed across the floor in a pool of his own blood. It had to be dry and sticky by now. I tried not to imagine what it would smell like inside the building, what his skin would look like after a couple of days at room temperature.

      When I came to a stop at a red light one block from where I would turn right and be able to see the office, I tried to hide my shuddering breaths by taking small sips of my very hot drink. I didn’t hear the whine of sirens, but that wasn’t surprising. They’d probably been at the crime scene for long enough to turn them off, by now.

      I made myself breathe deeply, counting to ten before exhaling in one slow, steady rush of breath. When the crosswalk light flashed walk, it took me a beat before I could make my feet move. If not for the steadying touch of the shadow-cloaked men around me, my knees might have given out.

      As I rounded the corner, bracing myself for what was to come, I almost stopped dead in the middle of the sidewalk to rub my eyes.

      There were no flashing lights. There were no cop cars or caution tape. No ambulances lined the street, no gawking crowds pressed in for a glimpse of a tragedy they’d let themselves enjoy because it hadn’t touched them.

      “What the hell?”

      I could feel them as they grew agitated in formation around me. I could feel as their power grew volatile, ready to blast out and lay waste to the threat that had to be waiting for me.

      “This doesn’t make sense,” I whispered, hiding my moving lips behind the lid of my coffee cup. “There should be people at the office by now. Where are the police cars? Where are the news vans?”

      “I don’t like it,” Adriel replied, his voice nothing more than a whisper on the breeze. “Something’s not right.”

      “No one saw us that night, right?” I was struggling to push back the hint of hysteria that sharpened the edge of my words.

      Shade was the one to answer from where he walked at my back. “No. No one saw anything, nor is there a hint of digital evidence to suggest you were there. I cleared it all.”

      And, though I believed him, I couldn’t work out why people were filing into the building, smiling like everything was normal, and not running back out, screaming. It felt like some kind of sick joke, some awful prank.

      Acid churned in my gut, my palms grew damp, and my heart wouldn’t stop trying to beat its way out of my ribcage. What was going on? What were we missing?

      “What do I do?” I knew what I wanted to do. I wanted to run home, pack a bag, and disappear to a little island somewhere no-one would know me. I couldn’t shake the heavy sense of foreboding that had begun to settle around my shoulders like a sodden wool blanket.

      “We need to know what’s happening, and you can’t act like anything’s wrong. Whatever is going on, you have to play dumb.” Adriel’s tone projected precisely how much he hated even saying those words, but I knew he was right.

      We had to figure out what was going on, and there was only one way to accomplish that.

      So, with a thundering heart and weak knees, I closed the last block separating me and Pike’s headquarters. And as I stopped before the door—pulse echoing in my skull, my heart was pounding so hard—I knew that whatever awaited me inside, my life would be indelibly changed.

      “We’re right behind you, princess. Always.”

      Saint’s words were still ringing in my ears as I pushed through the polished glass door and into a bustling headquarters that didn’t reek of rotting flesh, wasn’t filled with horrified, crying employees, and didn’t boast a blood stain in the middle of the floor from an injury no human could have survived.

      My eyes were wild as they scanned the room, my hand shaking so violently that a few drops of coffee leapt out of the opening on the lid, scalding my hand. But I didn’t feel it. I didn’t feel anything but the roaring of confusion and panic that was threatening to pull me under, to drown me in such deep, consuming terror that my body would be lost forever in its depths.

      “What the hell is happening?” I whispered to the four shadows around me. There was no hiding the wavering of my voice, no camouflaging the shaking of my limbs.

      “I have no idea.” Raze’s voice lacked its normal swagger, and that may have been the thing that set my terror over the edge.

      That is, until an all too familiar voice called out to me from the direction of Pike’s office.

      “Harlow! Just the woman I wanted to see.”

      My vision swam as I turned, darkness sparking at the edges. My tongue became lead in my mouth, my fingers so numb that my coffee tumbled from my hand, breaking open when it hit the ground. I didn’t even feel where it burned me through my slacks, didn’t register the eyes that swung in my direction.

      No, the only eyes I could seem to see were the all-American baby blues of a dead man as he strode toward me, lips frowning at the coffee now splattered across me the way his blood had painted him only a couple nights ago.

      “Oh dear, what a mess.”

      I would have buckled if four sets of hands didn’t grip me, their power flowing through me, growing and darkening and beginning to whip wildly around the room. I stood in the middle of a storm that no one else could see, that no one else could sense. I looked from face to face, desperate to know if they didn’t see him, either.

      But no, people offered him smiles and nods as they flowed around me in slow motion. No one else could see the shadowy men as tense as warriors preparing for battle around me or the deadly power they wielded. But they certainly saw the tawny-haired US Senator standing, very much alive, before me.

      Bile choked me as Nathaniel Pike’s lips spread wide in a Cheshire smile, dark humor glinting like daggers in his too-blue eyes.

      “What’s the matter, Harlow? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      

      
        
        To be continued in Kissed by Death…
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      I hope you enjoyed the beginning of Harlow’s story. You can preorder her next book, Kissed by Death now. The preorder date will be pulled in, so don’t worry, you won’t need to wait as long as it appears!
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      My next release will be the first book in the Wolves of Astoria series. Turn the page to get a sneak peek at this slow-burn enemies to lovers romance.

      

      
        
        Preorder Hunted Flame Here
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        You can't outrun the wolves forever. 

      

      

      After The Culling, there aren't many of us left. Hunted by the shifters, mages either died out or went into hiding. Callon and I have been on the run since we were children, fighting to stay alive in a world that wants us dead. 

      We managed to outrun the fate of so many of our kind for more than a decade. But all it takes is one day, one minute, for everything to change. 

      When the wolves of Astoria find us, my life will never be the same.

      I hate them for what they took from me, for what they've done. But most of all, I despise the wolves because they may just be my salvation, and hating them is all I have left. 

      Being a mage is a death sentence, but I have to survive - if I want revenge.

      

      Hunted Flame is a slow-burn enemies-to-lovers romance. Please make sure you check out the triggers at the beginning of the book before reading. 

      

      
        
        Hunted Flame

        ChapterOne

        A Life in Ruins

        Nova

      

      

      "Incendé." Huddled in the dank cottage, I cupped my hands around the pathetic bundle of kindling. Despite the exhaustion weighing down my limbs and mind, the ghost of a grin flickered across my lips, mimicking the fire I'd called. My focus didn't waver until each branch caught, the purple-tinged flames created by my magic giving way to a more natural progression of reds and oranges. 

      It had been days since I'd felt safe enough to conjure a fire. I only hoped the dilapidated home I was squatting in wouldn't go up in flames. It may reek of mildew and rot, but it sure as hell beat my other options, like sleeping on a large tree branch thirty feet above the ground, having to tie myself to it so as not to fall off and break my neck.

      The sound of careful footfalls had my body tensing, my hands outstretched and ready to fire any number of curses. 

      "Just me," Callon whispered before stepping through the open door. "Don't hex me." 

      Relief flooded me, my muscles relaxing, and I sank to the small space of floor I'd cleaned off in front of the fireplace. My oldest and only friend's arms were overflowing with logs which he struggled to keep from toppling to the floor. His shaggy sand-colored hair was a tangle of knots, as it had been a few days since we'd been able to wash, so it stuck out at odd angles from running his hands through it. 

      I shook with silent laughter as a branch protruding from the top log caught in his unruly beard, irritation clouding his moss-colored eyes. Those lichen orbs swung in my direction when a snicker slipped past my lips.

      "Oh, no, don't trouble yourself, Nova. I've totally got this and don't need your help at all." The dull thunk of a log hitting the floor punctuated Callon's acerbic speech.

      I tried not to laugh, I really did.

      Kicking the fallen log ahead of him, he crossed the abandoned room to lay the wood beside the hearth before carefully arranging a few over the fledgling fire I'd invoked. 

      The flames flared, catching on the aged wood, and I tried to ignore the creepy ruin we were sheltering in. Abandoned many decades ago, disrepair and decay were reclaiming the structure little by little. Someday it would be nothing more than the skeletal remains of someone's life. For now, about two-thirds of the roof was still intact, and it didn't seem entirely overrun by wildlife.

      And that was really all I could ask for.

      I'd cleaned some of the floor by conjuring a few strong gusts of wind. Though the wood was cracked and uneven in places, it was a mostly flat surface to sleep on, and considering we’d spent more than a few nights with tree roots and stones digging into our spines these last years, it felt like a luxury.

      Tattered wallpaper peeled away from the plaster as if it were trying to escape the depressing decay around it. The rosy floral pattern that was once colorful and bright now looked withered and foreboding. Basically, I expected the ghost of some saggy-breasted granny in a nightgown to manifest at any moment and scream at us to leave. 

      All but two of the windows were broken and boarded up, blocking our view of the forest, but that just meant Callon and I would have to expend less energy to mask any light. Though we'd have to double up on the charms to hide any scents or sounds we'd create within the house. 

      I fucking hated old human structures at night. Give me the creeps every time. 

      Noting my shiver, Callon muttered the spell to shield our presence from any shifters that may stumble into the area, then lowered himself to the floor beside me. His scent of fresh grass and the faintest hint of burning sage wrapped around me, along with his arm.

      My muscles loosened as he pulled me against his chest, letting me lean on him as he had since we were kids, just trying to survive in a world that hated us. Not much had changed, outside of losing everything and everyone. 

      "I know places like this aren’t your favorite, but we need a good night's sleep for once." Though he'd spelled the house, Callon still spoke in a whisper. It was an ingrained habit after years of living in hiding, as the beasts who hunted us were able to hear far more than we could. My head fell to his shoulder, his beard tickling my forehead where his cheek pressed against it. 

      "I know. Me and my morbid imagination will deal. Maybe we can even stay here a few nights if it’s safe. I suppose I’d take a creepy house over being wedged between some stones any day.” 

      We both knew that wouldn't happen, but Cal's quiet words still appeased my exhausted mind. "Maybe, Novi, maybe.” 

      My heart squeezed at the term of endearment; it was the same one he'd used when he was ten and I was eight. He'd found me hiding in six inches of mud and filth inside a culvert outside of town, waiting while our whole town burned, both sets of our parents trapped inside. He'd held me just like this and whispered that it would be ok until the wolves got too close. Then he'd pressed my tear-streaked face into his boyish chest to silence the sounds of my terror, watching the shadows of predators pass dangerously close to where we hid for two whole days. The scent of stagnant water and shit was able to conceal us from their powerful noses.

      We'd learned a lot since then, even if we were still hiding. Now we could mask our presence with magic rather than piss and shit. But still, my dearest friend would press me into his chest and whisper that we'd be alright.

      It's what family does for each other; they tell little white lies that allow the other to keep waking up each morning when the alternative would be so much easier. 

      It hadn't always been quite so bleak. Sure, the bad blood between shifters and mages had existed for generations, before I was even born. Still, the violence and animosity had reached a flashpoint when my parents were around the age we were now. Communities of magic-bloods banded together, built walls, warded them with every magic available — including blood magic — and still, it couldn't keep us safe. 

      The shifters had always outnumbered us ten to one. 

      Unrolling my tattered sleeping bag, I settled down on my back in front of the crackling fire, folding my hands under my head. Starlight winked through the collapsed sections of the roof on the far side of the room, and I tried to imagine what life had been like before the gods catapulted us into war. 

      According to my mom, shifters and magic-bloods had existed in harmony when humans still lived, working together to create sparkling cities that reached for the heavens. She told me they'd even lived and fell in love with each other back then, in the golden age of Astoria, before we were hunted. 

      A shiver that had little to do with the dropping autumnal temperature rolled across my body. 

      Callon spread his sleeping bag out next to mine, as he did every night. We both felt safer if we could hear and see the other breathing throughout the night. Plus, it let us share body heat, and if one of us began thrashing around and screaming when the nightmares gripped us, it was easier to wake the other up. 

      That usually happened several times a night. 

      "You look lost in thought." Firelight danced across Callon's glassy eyes, exhaustion riding him hard. 

      Rolling onto my side to face him, I shrugged. "Just thinking about the gods and the mess they made." 

      His full brows pulled together, features hardening. Callon hated the gods. He hated the human god who'd apparently disappeared one day in a storm of plagues and war, tired of his creation's blood-thirst and evil. I suppose he decided to let them destroy themselves. And they sure as hell had. 

      Mages and shifters had always existed; we'd just stayed hidden from humanity and their wars. It had united us. For thousands of years, our kinds kept each other's existence secret, formed alliances, built cities shrouded with magic and hidden from human sight. But when there were no more humans around to act as a buffer, our differences became louder than our similarities. 

      Callon was an equal opportunity hater of the gods. And while the human god had disappeared, the shifters’ and mages’ gods had raged an all-out war which was taken up by their people. 

      If you hear the shifters tell it, Erisien — god of beasts and the hunt — was a jolly giant who wouldn't have hurt a fly, even though he was the god of the hunt. Erisien was minding his business when Nesus — the god of magic and knowledge — attacked the shifter god unprovoked, taking one of Erisien's hands as a trophy when all was said and done. 

      The mages have a similarly one-sided story about Nesus trying to share his knowledge of magic with Erisien when the god of beasts decided he wanted to take the magic of the universe for himself. Nesus only took the other god's hand in an act of self defense.  

      All of it’s bullshit if you ask me. 

      I don't care who started it or what their reasons were — those assholes plunged us into darkness and war. Now all that's left of my people are a few thousand magic-bloods hiding underground throughout the vast nation of Astoria. If I ever had the misfortune to meet either of them, I'd plunge the blade strapped to my thigh deep into their divine hearts without hesitation. 

      Callon sighed, letting his eyes drift closed. "Those pricks aren't worth wasting brain cells on, Novi. Get some sleep." 

      He wasn't wrong, but sleep never came as quickly to me as it did to him. Even with our combined power, charms, spells, and wards placed around us in a bubble of protection, designed to not only block our scents and presence, but to also create a feeling of dread so strong that anyone who came within two hundred feet of our camp would turn around and hurry the other way, I could never shake the creeping fear. The fear that this would be the night we were found. This would be the night our luck ran out. 

      It was one of the reasons I was so thin. Not only were we constantly on the verge of starvation, but even when we did manage to find food, it was nearly impossible to keep it down. Anxiety roiled in my gut constantly, a tempest of acid and fear. I knew Cal worried about me, but I could never seem to shake the sense of foreboding that clung to me like a second skin. 

      So rather than eat and throw it all up an hour later, I just pecked at my food like a bird, lying to Callon and telling him I wasn't hungry, that he should eat my portion. At least I could keep one of us strong. No sense in us both being malnourished. 

      Basically, I was a mess. Too anxious to sleep or eat, I'm sure it was painful to look at me. The few times I'd caught my reflection in a still pool of water in the last month or two, it had shocked me. Hollow cheeks, haunted eyes the color of glacial waters, and wild dark blond hair that coiled and waved around my cheeks and down my back. It made my face look even thinner; the only fullness to be found was in my lips. 

      I sighed, forcing my eyes shut. "You're right. Night, Cal." 

      When a gust of chilled air howled through the open section of the roof, causing me to shiver, Cal reached out and pulled me to his chest. As his familiar scent and heat washed over me, I sighed.

      This was the only way I ever managed to fall asleep; when he wrapped me in his comforting embrace. He was my safe place, had been since that terrible day in the culvert. 

      His presence wouldn't keep the nightmares away, not altogether, but it did quiet my mind enough to allow me to breathe evenly and fall into a fitful sleep.

      "Quit thinking about everything and rest. I'm worried about you. You're wasting away, Nova." Callon's voice was rough. He needed me as much as I needed him, and that meant I'd try to force myself to sleep and eat. We only had each other, and living alone in this world was a fucking terrifying prospect. 

      "I'm sorry, Cal. I'll take better care of myself."

      "You'd better." His beard pushed my hair into my face before a gentle hand brushed it away then settled around my waist. Pressing my ear to his chest, I let Callon's steady heartbeat lull me to sleep. 

      It almost drowned out the haunting sound of the wind howling through the house, eerily similar to the cry of the creatures who hunted us. 
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      Hey, lovely readers! I just wanted to take a moment to tell you that I appreciate you. You have no idea how much it means to small-time indie authors when someone picks up our books and gives them a chance. And whether you loved it, hated it, or fell somewhere in the middle, I'm still so grateful for the time you spent with me.

      

      I have to give J. Kearston and Rory Miles a huge shoutout for keeping me going and helping me push through to finish this baby. This winter was brutal for my creativity, and without them, I'm not sure you'd be getting this book. If you don't have an awesome girl gang in your life, I hope you find one because every woman deserves a squad of ladies who will cheer her on and who she can cheer on. But I'm getting sappy.

      

      Thanks to my awesome beta readers for helping me polish this baby up and fix some things that I knew weren't quite right but couldn't put my finger on. You ladies are the bee's knees.

      

      I also want to thank Mal and Sarah for helping me keep myself afloat. Authoring isn't my full-time gig—being a working single mom is—they help things run smoothly and keep me engaged. You two are amazing, and what the heck would I do without you?

      

      Anyway, I love you all, and I know life is still a shit-show, but if I can help a few of you escape into a new world for a few hours, then I'm happy. Keep your chin up, lovely.

      

      XO,

      Harper
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      Harper Frey is an indie writer who creates stories to escape into. Stories teeming with magic, a bit of darkness, a little sweetness, & a whole host of swoon-worthy book boyfriends. Books with bite.

      She drinks too much coffee, stays up too late, & tries to keep her cool while parenting two strong-willed children in the middle-of-the-map, USA.

      Harper found a love of writing back in high school when a teacher read her tale of first-love woes & misadventures & told her, "You've got a knack for this style of fiction. You could do this for a living." She'd brushed him off, still trying to figure out what she wanted to do with her life, but the words wiggled down into her heart & hibernated until she was ready for them to wake.

      And wake they did after a life change left her with open nights & the urge to escape into new worlds full of danger, adventure, magic, & love. Now, you can find Harper scheming about any of the dozens of words percolating in her head & plotting how she can make her readers laugh & cry & scream at the page next.

      She wonders what her creative writing teacher would think about all of this now. Though, she imagines her particular brand of spice may be a bit much for him.
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        Follow on Amazon for new releases

        Reach her by email

        Visit her on the Web

        Follow her on TikTok
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