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      The fire grows hotter by the second, and my breathing becomes more labored as the smoke rises around me. Through the curtain of smoke, I see the strangest flickering of blue light in the flames. It’s yet another reason I’m sure the fire has to be magical. Not only is the blue color odd, but the fire seems to grow larger and hotter without any fuel. It builds around me, the bubble of heat licking at my flesh.

      My skin aches, but it isn’t yet burning. Even so, I’m filled with a kind of fear I’ve never felt before. Death isn’t something I ever worried about; the afterlife seemed like just another part of life.

      But burning to death? I never could’ve imagined this.

      “Please!” I scream again, hating that I’m begging, hating that I’m powerless.

      Four shadow beasts race around the flames. Each man is naked and wears a silver collar around his throat. And each man is huge. Like a lion or a tiger, their bodies are a mass of solid muscles that instinctually screams of danger. Their sharpened teeth and claws flash in the glow from the flames, and their howls cut through my very soul.

      It’s strange how their sounds are almost...sad.

      I look at the windows of the school buildings. I can sense the people behind the glass. Watching me. I’m sure they’re feeling a mixture of horror and panic as they look down at me, but I can’t sense them with the shadow beasts so close.

      Yet even though it’s strange not to be able to use my powers, what’s stranger is that no one moves to save me. And part of me can’t believe it. Could I ever stand idly by and watch someone burn to death?

      No. And yet, I’m called cruel. I’m called the dark fae.

      I continue straining against my bindings. With the shadow beasts around me, my powers are useless. If they gave me space, even a little, I’d start to squeeze the minds of the students and faculty who were currently watching me die. I’d force them to do the right thing. I’d force them to try to save my life. Surely a school filled with fae could take on four of these creatures, couldn’t they?

      The fire itself licks at my flesh for the first time, and I can’t help the cry of pain that escapes my lips. I jerk my leg back as far as I can before feeling the heat of the flames behind me and drawing my legs back. Sweat rolls down my body and my heart races. The fire is closing in around me. Soon, there will be no escape.

      I cry out again and fight my bindings, then scream out in frustration that I can’t escape.

      A shadow beast near me freezes. His giant head looks toward me, and all I can see are dark eyes through a tangle of dark hair. He moves cautiously toward me on all fours, then stands up in front of me on two feet. Our gazes meet, and I’m surprised by the intelligence in his eyes. But I’m even more surprised by the regret I see so clearly written across his face.

      “Don’t do this to me, please. I’ve never done anything to deserve this. You’ve got it all wrong. I’m not bad. I’m not just darkness and evil,” I tell him, shifting my legs as much as I can, but the flames only grow hotter.

      His voice comes out rough as if with misuse. “We are born of the dark. We are born of evil, just as you. There is no hate within us for your kind.” He touches his collar. “But we don’t have a choice.”

      “You do,” I plead. Surely their collars meant they were prisoners of some kind, but even prisoners didn’t have to do things like this.

      Everyone has a choice.

      He closes his eyes and looks away from me. “I’m sorry. May the darkness give you peace in the afterlife.”

      And then he walks away and returns to all fours. He runs around the flames along with the other three, and their howls grow more frantic, more pained. I hate that a tiny part of me feels sorry for them. I don’t want to feel sorry for them, I want to hate them for doing this to me.

      I try to bite down on another scream of pain, but I can’t. My feet and legs are beginning to burn, my flesh sizzling. I begin to scream and swear, bellowing my pain and anger out into the world, knowing that powerful emotions seem to be able to reach beyond the veil that prevents my powers from working. Suddenly, a terrifying wailing begins, and it takes me a long moment to realize that I’m making the sound.

      I am going to die tonight, and it is going to be a slow and awful way to go.
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      I can’t watch her die. It doesn’t matter that she’s a dark fae. It doesn’t matter that the smallest move I make to help her will make me an enemy to the Ravens. I can’t watch my mate burn to death.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

      I stiffen and turn, heart racing. My master stands beside me, watching the flames, listening to Esmeray scream in pain, and the smile on his face sends ice running through my veins.

      “What are the shadow beasts doing?”

      The massive men circle the fire like dogs, roaring and wailing, their sounds almost as pained as Esmeray’s herself. The fire I could handle. Fighting four of those creatures? I wasn’t sure.

      My master lifts his arm, and his robe falls back. My jaw drops open. Around his wrist is a similar collar to what the shadow beasts wear, including the strange engravings in the metal. The massive difference is that his has spikes coming out of it. Spikes that cut into his flesh and leave blood flowing from the dozens of small wounds.

      “What the hell is that?” I feel sick. I don’t know much about dark magic, but this seems like something right out of a witch’s house.

      “It’s the way I control the beasts,” my master says with that sick smile of his. “As long as I wear it, they’ll obey me. And when you can prove I can trust you again, after you lost the sacred books, you will be the one to wear it. You’ll be the one to travel with the shadow beasts and destroy every last dark fae.”

      It’s strange how in that moment, all doubt is gone from my mind. Maybe it’s the sound of my mate screaming in the distance. Maybe it’s the blood that rolls down his elbow and splatters on the ground. But for the first time, I know what side I truly belong on in this fight.

      As my master continues to grin, I reach for the hilt of my sword, draw it free, and slam it down, cutting off his wrist and the metal circle. He screams and collapses onto the ground, gripping his arm as blood spurts from the severed limb.

      I ignore him and look back at the shadow beasts, expecting them to have left Esmeray alone. But they continue to race around her, roaring.

      My stomach twists. That didn’t work. Why didn’t that work?

      I hear my master laughing, holding the stump of his arm. “You weak-willed asshole. Did you really think you could control them without a sacrifice?”

      My teeth clench together. I resheath my sword, grab his hand with the cuff off the ground, and yank the hand out, ignoring the blood that coats me. My master flinches as I throw his severed limb at him, and then I don’t hesitate before pulling the brace onto my arm.

      Another cruel laugh. “If only you knew the spell…”

      “What is it?” I demand.

      But he only laughs harder.

      I push the tip of my sword to his throat, but his laughter doesn’t slow. Damn it. Nothing I do will get him to tell me, and I’d wasted enough time. Esmeray’s screams are tearing through my heart. I can’t hesitate another moment, even if what I’m doing now is stupid. So I turn and take off toward the shadow beasts, my feet almost soundless against the grass.

      This place feels so strange. Breezes stir the air and weave through the leaves of the trees, even bending the blades of grass as I move through them. In another time, the feeling might have been pleasant, but now the air is tinged with the scent of smoke and the scent of blood. All around me feels open, too open, and as dangerous as the tunnels are, I don’t think I’ve ever felt less safe than I do now in a world that’s so different from the one I’m used to.

      Facing beings that are...like me in a way I don’t quite understand, but seem more animal than human. A pack of wild animals driven by the commands of an insane man. It doesn’t bode well for me, but nothing will matter if I lose my mate.

      I’ve nearly reached Esmeray when the first beast leaps out in front of me, blocking me from her. I clench my teeth, leveling my sword at him. “Just let me have my mate.”

      Surprise flashes in his eyes. “You’re one of us... The female is your mate.”

      I nod, not expecting this animalistic creature to speak so clearly.

      He grabs his hair and roars. For a minute his muscles seem to spasm and his body jerks in strange ways, but before I can dart around him, he dives at me.

      I scramble out of the way just in time, but the bastard is fast. He switches directions, coming at me again, and his claws manage to tear into my arm, while my sword catches his side.

      He falls onto all fours on the grass in front of me and growls.

      I lift my sword to strike a blow and hear answering growls behind me. Sweat trails down my spine, and I realize that I don’t care if I live or die. I just need Esmeray to live, no matter what I have to do.

      So instead of attacking, I turn and leap directly into the fire. The shock of my flesh burning comes somewhere in the back of my mind, but I don’t hesitate. I lift Esmeray up so that her hands are no longer imprisoned behind her back in cuffs and toss her free of the flames, then I roll after her.

      I grasp my cape and tear it off from around my neck, then stomp out the flames that crawl on the bottom of it. When the fire is out, I throw it over Esmeray’s legs, putting out the flames that were burning her legs. But before I can even check to see how she’s doing, a shadow beast hits me from behind, and we go rolling. The cuff on my arm flies off, and as the beast stands above me, massive claws extended, his gaze goes to my master’s cuff.

      His eyes widen, then he looks back at me. “Destroy it.”

      “Destroy--” He rolls off of me, and stalks toward my mate.

      My heart hammers, and I crawl toward where the cuff fell. If I break it, will they stop their attack? Will I be able to save Esmeray?

      Suddenly, a massive shadow beast is between me and the cuff. He rises up on two legs and roars. My heart hammers and I grab hold of my sword more tightly, ready and willing to die for my mate.

      And then another beast knocks my sword from my hand and stands over it.

      My eyes widen as I stare at my weapon, then back at the creatures. I hear Esmeray whimper somewhere, but I can’t see her.

      And I know. I know I’ve failed her.
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      I can just barely see the living room through the slits in my swollen eyes. My uneven panting fills my ears along with a strange ringing that seems to grow every time I move my head.

      I’ve never felt so vulnerable in my life.

      I’ve never felt so ashamed.

      The men who attacked me...they were more animal than human. The sheer power of their strength was like nothing I’d ever imagined. They’d taken Esmeray from me as she screamed and fought, and I’d done everything in my power to protect her.

      But it wasn’t enough.

      I continue to drag myself on my belly. Beneath me, the carpet is soaked in blood. It’s so slick it’s hard for me to get leverage, for me to continue dragging myself to the door. A door that feels miles away. But I keep going, because even though this is the worst agony of my life, I can feel Esmeray’s pain and terror radiating down to my very soul.

      Darkness edges my vision.

      A sob emerges from my throat.

      I stop dragging myself. My eyes blur with unshed tears. The pain’s intensity is mind-numbing. I know my belly is shredded open. I imagine organs can easily fall free. My face throbs and bleeds. My legs no longer obey me.

      But I keep trying.

      I will myself to move. But I don’t.

      The darkness around my vision closes in until I can’t see in front of me. Still, I try to keep going. But now my body won’t obey me in any way. My body seems to pulse as blood continues to pour from my wounds.

      My head drops onto the warm blood that spreads beneath me. Esmeray’s terror continues to echo through my mind like a nightmare I can’t escape from. But now, now I know the truth. I’m going to die. I’m going to die as I listen to the screams of my mate.

      And then I feel nothing. Not my body. Not the blood. Even Esmeray’s pain and suffering fades away.

      A silence washes over me that I’ve never experienced before, and in the swirling nothingness of my mind I realize that it’s my heart. My heart has stopped beating.

      This is the silence of death.

      I’ve failed my mate.
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      We’re losing this battle. Lucian and I are good swordsmen, probably better than anyone else in our school, but we’ve never fought a creature like this before. The beastly man must weigh what we do combined. And for a man like me, a man who has always been bigger than every opponent, I already knew I was caught off-guard.

      But the fact that this creature is so fast… The fact that he never seems to slow or tire… The fact that when we hurt him, he doesn’t seem to feel it… All of it is more than we can handle. He bleeds from our swords. We bleed from his claws. Blood pours from a wound on the side of my throat from his teeth.

      And yet, we have no choice but to keep fighting.

      That bastard man from the tunnels locked us in here with this creature. So now, it’s him or us. And as Esmeray’s fear and pain continues to roll through us, Lucian and I both know we’re not just fighting for our lives, we’re fighting for hers.

      “Just stop this. You don’t have to do this,” Lucian pants.

      The beast roars in answer and leaps toward him. Lucian just barely manages to duck out of the way in time, the creature’s claws inches from his throat.

      “Stop trying to reason with it,” I say. “It doesn’t understand us. I don't know what the hell it is, but it’s not human.”

      It growls, and its eyes lock onto me. I hold my sword out in front of me and widen my stance, ready for his attack. It’s time, I decide, time to do something foolish. Something that will either end his life or mine. But if we continue fighting like this, it could go on far past the time when Esmeray is lost to us forever.

      And then what reason would we have for living?

      The beast’s limbs tense. His eyes are wild behind his filthy, stringy dark hair.

      “Dwade!” Lucian calls out in warning.

      But he doesn’t need to warn me, because this time I’m not going to avoid his attack. I’m going to take him head on. He seems to realize it as a smirk touches his lips. And the strange feeling of encroaching death hangs over both of us, but I don’t know if it’s mine or his.

      And then he springs at me. My sword is in the perfect place, leveled at his belly. His claws extend, and I’m prepared not to get out of this in one piece.

      Black swirls of fire erupt along his hand and explode out at me. They hit me in the chest, and I fly back onto the ground, my sword clattering on the stone far above my head. Pain radiates through me, and I struggle to draw in a breath.

      And then he crashes onto my chest, a smile twisting his lips. He lifts a hand, his claws poised to attack.

      I see a flash of movement over his shoulder, but I don’t realize what it is until the creature turns with a movement almost too fast to follow. His claws shove up into Lucian’s belly, and my best friend’s eyes widen. His mouth opens, and blood pours out. I reach out with a hand that shakes and wrap it around the man’s throat. He looks back at me and uses his free hand to wrap around my throat. I feel his sharp nails slice into my neck and the world spins.

      Hell, we’re not going to make it.

      In my mind, Esmeray’s pain and fear continue to roll through me, and I hate myself. Rayne’s sister, my mate, should’ve always been safe. I failed her.

      And for that, I know I will pay, even in the afterlife.
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      The shadow beasts are going to kill Malin and I, but I don’t even care. Bron’s agony was like a knife that was twisting and twisting inside of me, until the moment it stopped. I thought nothing could be worse than feeling what those bastards did to him, but I was wrong. This is so much worse.

      Tears choke my throat. I can only imagine one reason that I can’t sense him anymore.

      Bron is either dying or dead.

      And then there’s Lucian and Dwade. They’re in pain too. It smashes into me like angry waves, making it hard to breathe. None of us. Not a single one of us is safe.

      Today the men I love could die. But I can’t let that happen. Not if there’s anything I can do to stop it.

      My legs are badly burned. The fabric from my boots and pants has melted into my flesh. I can’t seem to get my legs to work, so I drag myself on my arms toward our dorm. Because no matter what happens next, I need to be with Bron. I need to see that he is alive and safe.

      Suddenly, a shadow beast steps in front of me. His face is tortured, but he lifts a hand with bloodied claws. My heart races, and I reach for his mind on instinct, only to find that damn veil.

      “Don’t touch her!” I hear a woman scream.

      A sword sinks into the shoulder of the beast and it roars, shaking the very night with the sounds of his rage. Ann moves to stand in front of me, looking every bit like a dark fae in her black pants and shirt, the bloodstone around her throat. Her blonde hair had been braided in a warrior’s tail down her back, and she holds a sword like it’s a piece of herself.

      As the beast roars, she turns around and throws a dagger somewhere behind me. I hear another one of the creatures make a shocked, angry sound. I imagine Ann’s blood must be running cold, now that she’s facing four terrifying creatures on her own. But there’s no fear in her face, just determination.

      The beast jerks its head toward her as she strikes out with her sword again. His hand snaps out and wraps around her throat, and she spits in his face. His fury fades away. He holds her sword hand as she tries to strike him again, and then he drags her closer to him, until she’s inches from his face. He inhales deeply, and something strange comes over his face.

      And then she kicks him in the groin.

      He drops her.

      She scrambles, grabbing me. I never imagined her to be strong, but in that moment she lifts me and starts to drag me toward the closest building.

      I can hear chaos from the beasts behind us, but none of them attack.

      “Destroy it!” I hear one of them roar.

      We both freeze and look back. The beasts have gathered around Malin. He looks uncertain, but he crawls forward and grabs a metal brace. Then, with a flick of his hand, he throws it into the fire.

      All the beasts roar at once and grab at their collars.

      “Run, Malin!” I shout, not knowing why I care if he lives or dies.

      Malin grabs his sword and limps toward us.

      “Come on,” Ann says and continues to drag me, then more softly adds, “Why can’t we touch their minds?”

      I stiffen. “You...you…?”

      “Rayne taught me,” is all she says.

      We hear a strange sound and look back without slowing. The beasts are tearing the collars free from their throats, and a sound of pleasure rolls from them, shaking the very courtyard.

      Malin has almost reached me when they turn toward us, and suddenly they’re all running directly at us.

      “Malin!” I shout.

      He whirls around, sword raised toward them. Two of the beasts stop, but the others circle around him, and his sword is knocked away. I’m ready then for them to end my life. For them to kill us all.

      But they snatch Ann away and toss her over one of their shoulders. I fall, my legs useless.

      “Ann!” I scream.

      Her eyes are wide, but she struggles, kicking and thumping its bare back. But it doesn’t even seem to feel her. Instead, it turns and runs. And the other three beasts follow.

      “Ann!” I scream again, trying to drag myself after her.

      Her big blue eyes lock onto me, and she reaches out as if to grab me.

      They disappear beneath the shadows of the trees, and I keep screaming her name over and over again.

      I hear her scream my name back...and then nothing.

      “Ann,” I whisper, blinking back tears. She saved my life. She risked everything for someone who wasn’t even nice to her. And now she’d been kidnapped by terrifying creatures. What would they even do with her?

      Malin gets his sword, resheaths it, and then drags me into his arms. “You’re okay! They’re gone!”

      Tears choke my throat. “I’m not okay! They took Ann! I think Bron is dying! And Lucian and Dwade are in trouble.”

      He pulls back from me a little, studying my face, as he holds me upright. “I need to get you out of here. You’re...nothing else matters.”

      Get me out of here? I matter to him? I don’t really understand why he’d helped me. I’m still not completely sure if he is a friend or an enemy, and now he’s telling me to run away when I can’t feel Bron, and Lucian and Dwade are in pain and afraid? I feel like I’m trying to put the pieces of a puzzle together with all the edges missing.

      “What about my men?”

      He shakes his head, his expression unreadable. “We’ll have to leave them to their own fate.”

      Anger uncoils within me, and I act without thinking, punching him hard in the face. His head snaps back, before he looks at me in shock, but he doesn’t let me go.

      “The Ravens killed me brother! They killed my father! I won’t let them kill my men too!”

      His blue-grey eyes meet mine. “But if you don’t leave now, they’re going to kill you.”

      Maybe he’s right, but I don’t care. “Bring me to Bron. Now. We have to save him!”

      “You don’t understand. The Ravens are a powerful group of men. They’re not going to stop trying to kill you and the other dark fae on campus. This attack was planned for tonight. It has to be tonight or they’ll lose this war. You’re in danger here.”

      “I don’t care!” I scream at him. And then I look at the windows. “I need a healer! Come out, you fucking cowards! I need a healer.”

      “Esmeray, this is insane. You’re my mate. I gave up everything I know, everyone and everything to save you. I can’t just keep you in a place I know you aren’t safe.”

      His mate? Something inside of me twists, and the puzzle that didn’t make sense a minute ago suddenly does. So this connection between us meant I was his mate? It’s important, but I can’t think about that right now.

      My gaze locks with his and I say the one thing I hope will get through to this mysterious man. “If you don’t help me save my men, not only will I never love you, I’ll kill you the first chance I get.”

      He looks speechless.

      I try to hold his gaze and radiate complete confidence, but the truth is a small part of me feels guilty. Malin looks like hell. He’s bleeding from several wounds, and I can practically feel his exhaustion. Fortunately, or unfortunately for him, he is in better shape than Bron, which means he’s not my focus.

      “Esmeray--” His tone holds a pleading note.

      The door near us opens, and I see Abigail’s sister, Petunia Moonstone, step out, which surprises me. “I’m a healer.”

      And a killer, but hell, beggars can’t be choosers right now.

      “Okay.” I nod. “Let’s go to my dorm.”

      Malin hefts me carefully over his shoulder, and I bite down on a scream of pain. He limps as he walks but he carries me to our dorm. Petunia follows slowly behind, wringing her hands and looking into the shadows as if expecting to be attacked at any time.

      The stairs are a slow trip, but we manage, my heart racing with every step. My teeth grit together as I try to ignore the pain from my burns, but this kind of pain is impossible to forget. The only thing that keeps me from passing out is knowing that I’m the only one left who can save my men.

      We open the splintered door of our apartment, and I hear Malin’s sharp intake of breath.

      Behind us, Petunia gasps.

      “Put me down,” I say.

      Malin takes a step back toward the door. “We should go. You shouldn’t see this.”

      I struggle in his arms, suddenly frantic. Reluctantly, he enters the apartment and sets me down on the ground, and I turn my head.

      My heart stops. Bron lies in a pull of blood. Behind him is a path of blood smeared into the carpet, as if he had been dragging himself. And he doesn’t move.

      He’s so still. So terribly still.

      My trembling hand reaches out for his neck, needing there to be a pulse. Needing for Bron to live.

      Had I even told him that I love him? Had I even told him that there had never been anyone for me but them?

      I don’t think so. And now I might never have the chance.
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      My finger touches his blood-soaked throat, and I hold my breath. There! Very faintly, I feel a pulse. My own heart skips a beat, then races.

      “Heal him,” I tell Petunia.

      Her eyes widen. “I-- I thought you wanted me to heal you.”

      “No, heal Bron. Now!”

      She wipes her hands on the white apron she wears and kneels in the blood beside Bron. Her face is pale as she rolls him onto his back.

      My gut heaves. Bron’s wounds are bad. So god damn bad that I have no idea how he still has a pulse. I have no idea how he’s held on. Yes, it’s true that fae are hard to kill, but I’ve never seen injuries this bad before. Even with Rayne.

      “You’re going to heal him, and you’re going to make sure he lives, or I’m going to kill you,” I threaten her.

      Petunia’s eyes widen in fear, but I don’t care. A woman who murdered her sister hardly deserves to be treated with kid gloves. “If I use too much of my magic, I’ll be weak.”

      “I don’t give a fuck,” I tell her. “Use every drop you have.”

      She trembles as she puts her hands on his chest, and then her eyes close.

      I feel her magic as it uncurls from within her. There isn’t a spark of magic, or even a glow, but I watch as Bron’s wounds slowly begin to knit themselves back together. Every second I hold my breath, praying she can keep going, knowing that what she’s done so far isn’t enough. There are still so many wounds. Still so many injuries.

      And then as a thin layer of scab comes over the wounds, the flesh almost closed, she sags, nearly falling on top of him. “Th-that’s all I have,” she whispers, panting. “I have nothing left.”

      I look Bron over. I touch his face. He lost so much blood. His body went through so much. But it had to be enough.

      “Let me look at you now,” she says, clumsily climbing toward me.

      Out of one of her apron pockets, a small bottle falls out and rolls in front of her. Her eyes widen in horror, and Malin snatches the bottle from the ground. He studies it for a few seconds, and his expression grows dark.

      “I know what this is. Iron and magic. A recipe to kill a fae.”

      Petunia’s mouth opens, then closes. She stutters out, “I-I thought Esmeray needed my help.”

      “You planned to kill her?” Malin asks, his voice deathly cold.

      And it hits me. “You’re the one who tried to kill me in the tunnels.”

      “No, I…” She looks between us, and then something seems to hit her. “You were talking to my sister’s ghost. I knew it. I knew it when I saw you near her grave. I snuck closer and heard part of your conversation. She told you that I murdered her, and I couldn’t let anyone find out.” She looks between us again, her expression desperate. “You know what it’s like to need a secret to stay dead!”

      Malin moves forward like the striking of a snake. I watch him in fascination, wondering what this man who calls me a mate will do. He pulls out his sword and cuts off her hair, so close to her head that I know he had to have sliced her skin.

      She begins to weep.

      He throws her onto the ground, then opens the poison slowly. Carefully, he dips the tip of his sword into it and sets the poison down in a corner. He stalks toward her as she scoots to flatten herself against the wall, and she pleads and begs, but her words fall on deaf ears.

      Malin extends his sword until it hovers inches from her face. “Shall I kill her, Esmeray?”

      I think about it for a long minute. “She burned Abigail’s bones too.”

      “Please,” Petunia begs.

      This woman...she deserves death. And yet, as much as the Ravens seem to believe my kind are evil and don’t deserve to live, we don’t decide who lives and dies. What’s more, I just want her gone. Bron is who I care about, not this woman.

      “Don’t kill her,” I whisper. “But make sure she suffers.”

      Cautiously he brings the tip of his sword to her cheek and pushes the point of it into her flesh. A drop of blood rolls down her skin like a scarlet tear, and then he draws back. “The poison will spread. It won’t kill you, but your face will be marked...horribly...for the remainder of your life.” Then he looks at me. “You deserve more, but my mate has too kind of a heart. Now, go.”

      I see black marks beginning to spread from the spot, and it opens wider, more blood pouring out, only this time the blood is black. She lets out a pained scream, grabs her face, and runs out the door.

      Malin looks at me where I lie with Bron’s head, stroking his face. “What now?”

      My gaze moves to Bron. He’s so pale. Blood marks splatter his face. Images come back to me of when the shadow beasts had broken into our dorm and taken me. Bron had fought with every fiber of his being. I’d fought with every fiber of my being. But the beasts were too strong, too powerful, and they carried me away from him while I screamed. The last thing I saw was two of them shredding his belly, and his eyes on me.

      I would never forget that moment. In another day, in another time, I would lie here next to him until he was better, thinking of nothing but the sacrifice he made for me.

      But right now we are still in danger, and Lucian and Dwade are somewhere, frightened and hurt. So as much as I want to just collapse and be with Bron, this isn’t the time for that.

      “Esmeray? Should we leave now?”

      I shake my head and glance up at him, hoping all his talk of mates and doing anything for me means that he is on our side in this war. “No, now we need to save Lucian and Dwade.”

      I expect him to argue again about the need to run, or even to point out that we’re all wounded and in terrible shape, and that we have no idea where the guys are.

      Instead, his face falls. “I’m...I’m so sorry, but I think it’s too late.”
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      I’m lying on the ground. Blood rushes from my belly, and Dwade is lying beside me. His throat seems to pour forth blood. But we’re not dead.

      And I don’t know why.

      This beast was going to finish us off. He was going to end our lives, and then he jerked away from us and raced to the door, then began throwing himself against it. Despite his many injuries from our swords, he seemed to have become possessed. All he cared about was getting through the door.

      So we remained where we were, our bodies slowly healing. I knew that given enough time we’d be fine, but we needed to be fine now. If we were going to save Esmeray, we needed to be able to go out there and fight.

      Closing my eyes, I will myself to heal faster. I’d heard it said that in the old battles, all light fae could heal themselves at will. They didn’t just have to wait for their bodies to take care of it, they could concentrate and help their bodies knit back together. I’d never tried it before, I never had a reason to, but I try now.

      Esmeray’s pain and fear have dulled in my mind, but I can still sense her. It gives me hope. Hope that she’s not only alive, but safe...yet I’m not willing to bet on it.

      Suddenly, I feel a hand wrap around mine. I open my eyes and find Dwade staring down at me.

      “I’m okay,” I whisper, keeping my voice low as to not startle the beast.

      But he doesn’t even look our way.

      Dwade opens his mouth to speak, but only a raspy sound comes out. He winces as he takes off his shirt, then he tears it and wraps my belly first, and then uses the remainder of the material around his throat. Our smaller wounds are already healing, but he was right to try to stop our bleeding.

      We need to do anything we can to heal faster.

      “We should focus on healing,” I pant, still tasting blood on my lips.

      He nods and seems to collapse beside me. His hand grips mine again, and I let my eyes close. My body feels like hell. Bruises and broken. The pain in my stomach is like nothing I’ve experienced in my life. But trapped in this room, the creature going insane, trying to escape, the best thing we can do for Esmeray is to try to be the men she needs when we get out.

      “Do you...remember...when Esmeray cried?”

      I glance at Dwade and see him nod his head, then wince.

      “It was after my grandmother died. We all went to look at the burned remains of her cottage, and I’d just collapsed. I know I was babbling all about it, explaining how the demons had broken in, and how my grandmother had tried to fight them off to protect me. She’d told me to run, but I’d remained in the doorway and saw them kill her, before going outside.” My throat feels tight, so I swallow around the lump. “Esmermay had asked me what the demons looked like, how many of them there were, etc. Tears had rolled down her face, and then she’d smiled and said she would kill them for me.”

      She’d been...maybe six.

      At the time I’d been so trapped by my own grief that I hadn’t really taken her seriously. Until she’d come to my bedroom window late at night several days later. She’d rapped on the window, and I’d opened it up and found her sitting on a tree branch. She carried a couple of demon heads by the hair and held them out to me, trophies from the creatures who had killed the person I loved most in the world.

      It was strange. From the day my grandmother had died, I’d been so afraid. Nightmares had consumed me. I couldn’t tolerate the dark, and I was scared of fire. My parents and relatives had tried everything they could to reassure me, but it seemed I was changed forever.

      As a light fae, the gift of demon heads should’ve been awful.

      But it wasn’t. I’d told her she could keep the heads, and she scampered back down the tree. She seemed so little, but she’d run back through the forest. I imagined that she’d have to run long past morning broke to reach her house in time, but she hadn’t been scared, not of the woods, or the dark, or hunting demons.

      That was the first night I slept soundly. Apparently, all I’d needed in this world was to know that one of my best friends was a little girl who would kill for me.

      I laugh and feel Dwade stir beside me. “I don’t know why it’s so hard for people to understand why we love her. I think it’s impossible for me not to love her. She’s fearless and scary, but only when she protects the people she loves.”

      And she loves us. Even if she doesn’t consciously realize it.

      Suddenly, something changes in the air. The beast goes even more insane, throwing itself over and over against the door, the sound deafening. I grow silent, my happiness fading away. If the beast decides to come at us again, I need to protect Dwade.

      I struggle to stand, holding one arm against my belly as I do so. The fabric of my shirt, along with my natural ability to heal, has slowed the flow of blood, but the fabric is still soaked with it.

      Outside the door, we hear a sound that seems to ring down the hall.

      The shadow beast freezes, then looks back at me.

      Oh hell, I think there might be more coming…
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      If I could have killed Malin in that moment, I would have. He’d explained everything to me about leaving Lucian and Dwade in a secret room in the tunnels to die, and I have never felt fury like that before. Rage crackled beneath my skin, but Malin seemed wise enough to keep his walls up, the ones that blocked my own powers.

      So now, we move through the tunnels with Bron carried across Malin’s back. I have to slide against the stone walls for support, my legs hurting like mad, a torch clutched in one of my hands. But the pain is nothing, nothing at all, compared to the pain inside of me. I can feel my men. Bron suffers, even unconscious, and Lucian and Dwade radiate the kind of suffering I know they’ve never experienced before.

      And I want to lash out at Malin for this, but I can’t. I can’t because I need him to carry Bron, and that makes me even more angry. I don’t want to need the man who hurt Dwade and Lucian.

      We come to a random wall and stop.

      “There,” Malin whispers, pointing to it.

      One of my hands holds the torch, and I look between the wall and Malin. He looks pale. Several of his wounds still bleed from his fighting with the shadow beasts, but he carries Bron as if he knows that he can never make it up to me for what he’s done. Like he’s aware Bron’s life means more to me than his own. So I doubt this is a trick, but I’ll keep my guard up all the same.

      “How do I open it?”

      He hesitates. “Once the wall opens, the beast will come out. We’ll need to be prepared to fight.”

      “Give me something to fight with then,” I say, the words angry and harsh.

      “I have a dagger in my boot,” he says, gesturing with his head.

      I scrunch down, not wanting to kneel on my legs, and my hand grazes the side of his leg. A vibration echoes through me, and he releases a slow breath. I grit my teeth, hating this connection I feel toward him. He hurt the men I love, and I hate him for it, so why is this feeling still here, below the surface? I grab the dagger and pull it free.

      Standing to my full height, I look at Malin again. “I’m going to open the door, and then you’re going to keep Bron safe, even if it kills you. Do you understand?”

      Those blue-grey eyes of his hold me like I’m his whole world. “Anything to prove myself to you.”

      I look away from him. “How do I open the wall?”

      He reaches out and touches a stone. “Push it in.”

      I take a deep breath and hold my dagger out. “Stand back against the wall. Protect Bron at all costs.”

      And then, I push the stone.

      The entire wall shakes, and then it opens slowly.

      A massive, naked man slams into me, and I hit the floor. But he doesn’t stop, he just keeps running down the hall. I sit up, clenching my dagger, prepared for him to come back.

      But he doesn’t.

      It takes an unbelievable amount of effort to stand again. Each time the fabric of my pants shifts, the pieces that are melted in with my skin move and shift, and the pain is unbearable. Tears are raining down my cheeks when I grab the torch and look into the room.

      Dwade and Lucian are lying on the floor, covered in their own blood.

      My stomach lurches.

      Lucian looks toward me and a smile spreads his lips. “Esmeray.”

      I start toward them and feel Malin follow.

      Lucian’s smile fades as he looks over his shoulder. “Fuck, the man from the tunnels!”

      I freeze. “That’s Malin. He’s helping us now.”

      “No.” Lucian shakes his head. “He’s the one who got us stuck in here! Who released that beast on us! He left us here to die!”

      “And he’s going to pay for that,” I say, my voice low and menacing. “But right now, we need him.”

      Lucian looks uncertain, but then he seems to realize that Malin carries Bron. “Is he okay?”

      My eyes sting, and I swallow around the lump in my throat. “I hope so.”

      Dwade shifts beside Lucian, and turns to look at me. His dark eyes are filled with pain, and I’m shocked by the bloody fabric wrapped around his throat.

      “None of us are in good shape. But can you guys move? Can we get back to your home base here?”

      Lucian nods and winces. “I think we can get there, but we need to take the books too. They’re too important to leave behind.”

      I spot the books on a desk and drag myself to them. Each step is a jostle of pain that stabs through every nerve in my body, but I will myself to ignore it, because I sure as hell wasn’t the only one hurting in this room. Lucian and Dwade struggle to their feet behind with groans of pain. I put the books in one hand, sandwiching them between my arm and chest, and keep the torch in the other.

      When I look back, Lucian and Dwade are leaning on each other.

      “Ready?” I ask.

      They nod.

      We need to find a safe place to heal. I just hope we can get there without the shadow beasts or the cruel fae finding us. And once there, I know we will need to just rest.

      But I don’t know how we can. Not when evil is all around us.
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      They’re all in really bad shape. I lay Bron down on a bedroll, then help the other two men lie down. They don’t seem to like me touching them, but I don’t blame them. I don’t like me very much right now either. When all the men are settled, I turn and help Esmeray put the books down on the ground near them, but when I go to lay her down, she jerks away from me.

      “You need to rest,” I say.

      There’s something I don’t understand in her eyes. “Seal them in here so we know they’re safe. I need your help with something else.”

      I want to refuse her. Her legs look horrible. If she was a human, I know she would never be the same after burns that bad, but as a fae, her body is already healing. Yet, pain is pain, human or fae, and a burn that severe would be unbelievable agony. She needs rest and food.

      But I could never refuse her anything. She is my mate, and I’ve betrayed her over and over again.

      So we leave them, sealing their home up behind them. I say nothing about my wounds. They hurt, but they will heal. I can still protect her. I can still fight with them. That is all that matters.

      She makes it down one of the halls to a dead end and turns so that her back is against the stone, then slowly slides until she’s sitting on the ground. The torch is still in one of her hands, but it leans to one side, as if she might not have the strength to hold it much longer.

      She looks at me with a strange expression on her face, and I stand over her, not knowing what to say or do. It’s not like she’s collapsed. It’s like she has a plan that I’m not understanding, but all I want in the world is to take her torch away, lie beside her, and wrap her in my arms. I want to take her pain away. I want to earn her love one moment after the next.

      “I need you to use the dagger to pull the fabric out of my skin,” she says, her voice unwavering.

      A dull roar sounds in my ears. “That will hurt. Badly.”

      “I don’t care.”

      A thousand moments of pain roll through my mind. When my master first taught me to obey. When my master punished me for mistakes. I never hesitated to fight. But to cause someone deliberate pain? To cause my mate pain?

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” I tell her, and my soul aches at just the thought of what she’s asking.

      Those intense grey eyes of hers won’t let me look away. “You need to. My body will have to work a lot harder to reject the fabric and to heal me. I need to be in fighting shape as soon as possible. You have to do this.”

      Esmeray loves the three light fae, I know that deep in my soul. And I don’t blame her. They are good and kind. They hold nobility on their shoulders like perfectly tailored cloaks, while I am a coward who attacked from the shadows. She would never have asked them to do something like this, because she knows they wouldn’t want to hurt her. She was asking me because I could do it.

      Part of me hates myself that she knows I am the one to ask. The other part of me is glad that she trusts me enough to do this. So, I kneel down and take the torch from her, setting it close enough so that I can see what I’m working with.

      My shoulders tighten. For a second, I stare without seeing, then take a deep breath and force myself to look again. The pieces of her boots and her pants are melted in with her flesh. Most of her skin has bubbled up and looks white and translucent, except for where the fabric is melded in with it. It’s horrifying to look at.

      She hands me her dagger, and I take it.

      “Esmeray…”

      “I know. I know how bad it is. Do it. And don’t stop, even if I pass out.”

      “Okay,” I say, giving her my word.

      And then I get to work. My mate tries not to scream at first. She thrashes her head, her skin pale, her expression one of overwhelming horror. But she can’t take it for long. Slowly she begins to scream and scream, the sounds of her suffering echoing through the hall. And I don’t know if she closes her pain off so that her mates won’t feel it, or if it’s her closeness to me, but her emotions stay locked away inside of her.

      She begins to cry, and her voice grows raspy from her screams, but she doesn’t stop me.

      And then she falls over.

      I catch her before her head can hit the stone. Then I ignore the silence that seems to surround me, and I get to work. It’s better that I do this now. Now when she’s not aware of it.

      Still, slicing into my mate’s flesh is the worst thing I’ve ever done. I don’t even realize that tears are rolling down my cheeks until they splatter on her burnt skin, but I can’t stop them. Her light fae can bring her happiness. They can heal her. But me, this dark fae, shadow beast creature can do nothing but make her bleed.

      When I’m done cutting out all the fabric and pieces of her shoes out of her skin as carefully as I can, I step away from her and I hurl into a corner. Breathing hard, I wipe my face and will myself to be stronger. For her.

      I clean off my knife, resheath it, and pick her up, putting her gently over my shoulder and taking the torch. The ground here looks like someone has been murdered, but I turn around and walk away, knowing the beasts of these tunnels will like what I’m leaving behind.

      As I come back to their home, I’m greeted by all three men. They look like hell, but they’re all standing, weapons in hand.

      “She was in pain!” Lucian shouts.

      “What did you do to her?” Bron’s question seems to roar around me.

      “She had me clean the fabric out of her skin so she could heal faster,” I say, the words tasting like ash on my tongue.

      I see the moment they hear my words. Their gazes go to her raw, bleeding legs, and I feel like even more of a monster than I did when I found out Rayne had died. My stomach feels hollow, and my heart aches in a way it never has before in my life.

      “And you did it?” Lucian finally says, still looking shocked. “You should have let her take longer to heal then go through that.”

      “And what if she doesn’t have longer?” I ask. Not defensive. Just resigned. “The Society of the Ravens is going to kill all the dark fae tonight, and even if we can keep her hidden and alive, after that Esmeray will never be safe again.”

      “Fuck,” Bron says, and I can’t tell if he wants to kill someone or break down crying.

      “We should close the door and make certain no one can find us, because no matter what, we need time to heal,” I tell them.

      I can tell that they don’t want to listen to me.

      “She’s my mate.” The words leave my lips before I can stop them, and the air seems to fade from the room. I look down at her, at the way her brows draw together in pain, even with her unconscious. “I saw them burning her, and I...I couldn’t. I had to save her. And then I wanted to take her far from here, to somewhere safe, but she only wanted you. I had to give her that too.”

      No one speaks, and I finally dare to look back up at them. “I’m not a light fae like you. I’m apparently some mix of dark fae and those creatures, those shadow beasts. She deserves better than me, but I can’t...I can’t help my connection with her.”

      “Bullshit!” Bron says, and Esmeray’s shifts slightly in my arms. “The man who killed Rayne, who stalked us all, is not her mate.”

      “I never killed Rayne,” I admit. “My master did. I think I would have needed to kill him eventually, but...I liked Rayne. He was the closest thing to a friend I had.”

      “If he was the closest thing you’ve had to a friend, then your life must have been pathetic and lonely,” he spits at me, then winces, and pain radiates across his face.

      “My life has been pathetic,” I admit.

      I’m surprised when Lucian speaks. “Rayne was an awesome guy. Everyone wanted to be friends with him, so I can see why you would want that too.”

      “Do you honestly believe him about the mate shit?” Bron asks, pointing toward me.

      Dwade’s expression gives nothing away.

      Lucian sighs, then glances at me. “What were you doing down here in the first place…?”

      “Malin,” I remind him, providing the only name I’ve ever known.

      “Malin,” he begins again. “Why were you down here working with them?”

      I don’t know exactly what to say. Old memories flash in the back of my mind, and it’s suddenly hard to breathe. “I...I live down here. I don’t go to the surface. My master said it was too dangerous. That the dark fae were merciless. That they would kill me if they ever saw me. He said they were our enemies and that one day I would help him destroy them.”

      “And now you’re suddenly a dark fae and in love with one?” Bron asks, his words harsh.

      I flinch. I don’t blame him for his anger, but I feel so...raw. I just found my mate. I just turned my back on the only family I’ve ever known. My body aches from the shadow beasts’ attacks, and all I want to do is lie down and hold Esmeray forever.

      “I didn’t know I was a dark fae until recently. And Esmeray...I can’t help who I love. But that’s why I betrayed my master. I cut off his hand with the cuff that controlled the shadow beasts. I destroyed it, saved her, and then brought her to save Bron.”

      “And what, you deserve a medal for that?” Bron asks.

      “After locking us in with that creature,” Lucian adds.

      I meet each of their gazes. “I don’t think I deserve anything, but right now you have a good fighter, who knows the secrets of the Ravens, and is willing to fight at your side.”

      Bron opens his mouth to speak, but Lucian cuts him off. “We’ll keep you around, for now, but don’t think that means we’ve accepted this mate stuff. As far as we’re concerned, we want you as far from Esmeray as possible.”

      Dwade nods and lies back down.

      Bron shoots me a glare filled with hate but doesn’t move.

      I take that as a sign that they don’t plan to kill me.

      Closing the door behind me, I carry Esmeray and lay her down next to Dwade. Bron lies down at her other side, and they all seem to collapse together. They each wrap an arm around her, and then they’re silent.

      I put the torch in the holder on the wall, feeling numb. The few bulbs that flicker overhead are bright enough to chase away the darkness, but nothing can ease the darkness inside of me.

      “We should read the books and find out if there’s anything useful.”

      I look up to find Lucian watching me.

      “Okay,” I say.

      “Have you read them before?” he asks.

      I shake my head. “I was never brave enough to look at those books. I knew to do so would mean instant death.”

      “Because you worked for the Society of the Ravens…”

      “Yes,” I say quietly, easing myself onto a spot on the floor next to the books.

      Lucian sits on the other side, both our backs leaning against the wall, the books in the middle of us. “How does one...join something like this? A society based on killing all dark fae.”

      It’s strange to talk to someone. I consider lying to him, and then I’m just honest. “I was...taken as a boy. I don’t remember much about it, but I do remember being free and being loved. They brought me to these tunnels, and I spent months in the same room. At first I was chained to a chair and tortured. I was whipped, my flesh cut, my face tattooed. I was starved, and left in my own filth. Then they started letting me wander free around that room. They would come and teach me their beliefs, and sometimes they would beat me and tie me to the chair again, and sometimes they wouldn’t.”

      “Fuck,” Lucian says. “That’s messed up.”

      I shrug. “It’s life. They meant for me to learn, and I did.”

      “And after that?”

      “Eventually, they made these tunnels my domain. I was tasked with protecting the secrets down here. Most of the students in the school know about the forbidden tunnels, so many wandered down here. As long as they don’t discover the places they aren’t meant to go, I get to leave them alone. But if they get close to the truth, I’m tasked with killing them.”

      “But you still claim not to have killed Rayne?” It’s Bron who speaks, and my head jerks toward him.

      His eyes are open, his swollen, streaked with red eyes.

      “I said I didn’t, and I didn’t,” I say, trying to put my feelings into words. “Rayne was...different. He was the closest thing I had to a friend, even though we were competitors. He saw me down here. We faced each other. We fought, and always he got away. He told me during those fights that I didn’t need to hurt any of you, that you didn’t care for the secrets down here, and that you wouldn’t go into the areas you didn’t belong. I admired him. Even while he risked his life, he tried to protect yours.”

      Bron looks away from me, staring at the ceiling. “That was...how Rayne was.”

      “Esmeray is a lot like him,” I say.

      I feel both their gazes on me, but Lucian is the one to speak. “Do you actually care about Esmeray other than the mate bond?”

      I don’t hesitate. “Yes, it’s true she’s my mate. I don’t know if it’s the dark fae side of me or the shadow beast, but--”

      “Dark fae don’t have mates, so it must be the...shadow beast in you,” Lucian says, sounding curious.

      “I don’t really know anything about those creatures,” I admit. “But the mate bond is impossible to ignore, no matter what part of me created it. Even so, I like her. I like her bravery. I admire her will to survive… She’s unlike anyone I’ve met before.”

      “That she is,” Lucian says, sounding tired.

      Silence stretches between us for a long moment, and I almost relax.

      Then, Bron gives a strange, angry laugh. “So you were in a society that kills dark fae and then find out you are one? How’s that for karma.”

      He’s not wrong.

      “Hell,” Lucian says, looking at Bron. “You look like you’re on death’s door. For the love of everything good, go to sleep. Heal yourself.”

      Bron’s eyes flutter shut. “How can I sleep without knowing she’s safe?”

      “She’s safe,” Lucian promises. “Sleep.”

      I’m amazed by how quickly Bron seems to lose consciousness. Did these men really trust each other that much? That just the word of a friend is enough to give him peace?

      I wish I could find peace so easily.

      “So who did they kidnap you from?”

      I shrug. “My family, I guess. I don’t really remember, but I just recently found out that my real name might be Daniel Ash.”

      “Daniel Ash?” His mouth drops open.

      I nod, frowning at him.

      “You do realize that we all knew Daniel Ash, right?”

      My frown deepens. “How?”

      His gaze is running over my tattooed face. “Can you take off your hood?”

      I nod and reluctantly pull it off.

      His gaze continues to move over my face until he settles back against the wall. “You do...remind me of him.” Then his eyes meet mine again. “Daniel Ash is the missing child of the Ash family. All our properties border each other. We went to all your birthday parties. You went to all of ours. We were never as close to you as we were to each other, your parents were just too dang protective of you, but we all knew you.”

      “I had...parties?” I say in disbelief. And friends? And protective parents?

      He nods and for the first time his eyes seem to gentle. “And your parents have never stopped looking for you. You were their only child, and they treasured you.”

      I shake my head. “It’s hard to imagine anyone actually caring about me.”

      He hesitates, then releases a slow breath. “You’ve been through a lot. I’m really sorry.”

      My gaze moves back to him, and I’m surprised to see that he looks sincere.

      “I tried to kill you,” I say, studying him. He has to hate me, right?

      “We’ve all done things we aren’t proud of,” Lucian says, reaching for one of the books. “If Esmeray can forgive us, I think we can forgive you too.”

      Is this what light fae are like? Not the corrupt men in the Raven Society, but the people outside of it. Did they give forgiveness? Are they kind? I’m not sure what to think.

      “Esmeray will never forgive me.”

      To my surprise, Lucian chuckles. “You’re lucky you can block her powers. She doesn’t mind using them against her men.”

      Her men? Am I one of her men now?

      I reach for a book and feel my mouth twist in a strange way. It takes me a second to realize I’m smiling. Perhaps if we all live through the night, I can be one of her men.

      And maybe she’ll even find a way to love me.

      With time.
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      My eyes flash open and the dream of mind-numbing pain fades away. I’m panting, my throat sore, my heart racing. Malin is leaning over me a moment later, offering me a pouch of water. I drink it desperately, before pushing it away. He peers down at me, his hood thrown back, his tattooed face more gentle than I could ever imagine it being.

      “Are you okay?”

      I struggle to sit up and realize that I’m sandwiched between Bron and Dwade. My legs still ache, but when I look down at them my skin simply looks pink and sore. Not the burning, blistered mess it was before. I lift Bron’s shirt. It’s stiff with blood and torn almost to shreds, but I inspect the skin underneath. There are pink scars where he was injured, but he looks so much better.

      Suddenly, I feel his eyes on me, and I lift my gaze and meet his stunning hazel eyes. I touch his face. “You’re okay.”

      He nods, and I lean down and kiss him softly. After a few seconds, I’m tasting salty tears. I pull back, and he lifts his hand and brushes the tears from my cheeks. “You don’t need to cry for me.”

      “I thought I’d lose you.”

      “You can never, ever lose me.”

      I kiss him again, and he pets my hair. Whatever had broken deep in my heart starts to pull back together, and nothing has been so wonderful or so painful. I break our kiss and look down at him. “I love you, and I’m sorry for everything.”

      “You have nothing to be sorry for.”

      “I do. I’m an asshole. I don’t know how to feel like a normal person. I don’t know how to communicate with other people. And I never thought about how my feelings for Malin would affect what we have, and that makes me...it makes me a garbage person.”

      He blinks slowly. “A garbage person?”

      “You know...trash. A douchewaffle.”

      “A douchewaffle?” He blinks at me again, then throws back his head and starts laughing.

      Beside me, I feel Dwade shift.

      And then, Lucian is kneeling beside Dwade. “Are you okay?”

      Bron lifts a hand and wipes at his eyes. “She called herself a garbage person...and a douchewaffle.”

      Lucian’s worry fades, and he grins. “Our Esmeray...she always has such a way with words.”

      I glare at them both, but I don’t mean it. Actually, I’m pretty damn happy to see them smiling.

      Dwade sits up from beside me. I turn and watch him as he unwraps the fabric from his throat. Underneath are dark red scars that tear down his throat. Malin hands him water without comment, and Dwade drinks deeply for a while before handing it to Bron, who drinks, and then Lucian, who does the same.

      When they’re done, Dwade rasps, “Careful about calling my mate names.”

      “Your mate?” I look at him, confused.

      They’d always felt like mine. I’d always felt a connection to them. And they sure as hell are protective, but am I their mate? How is that even possible? They are light fae, and I am a dark fae.

      He stiffens.

      No one speaks.

      “What’s happening?” I look between them.

      Dwade sighs and looks down at his hands. “Esmeray...the last time you visited, we realized that you were our mate. That’s why we stayed away. For one, we knew you were too young. We wanted to wait until it was appropriate to pursue you. We also wanted to have Rayne’s approval. And finally, we knew that you couldn’t feel the same way about us, so we didn’t want to give away that you weren’t a light fae by claiming you as our mate and not having you feel the same.”

      What? I feel like the room rushes at me. Did they feel like my mates? Of course they did. But to find out that all this time they felt a mate bond with me and said nothing…?

      I stand up and move away from them, even though my legs ache at the movement. I pace to the door, then stop and look back at them. “You knew all this time that I’m your mate and didn’t say anything?”

      They all nod.

      “That’s fucked up.”

      “What should we have done?” Bron asks, and there’s an edge to his voice. “You were out fucking random men at clubs, and we were here fisting our cocks and thinking about you.”

      Were they really? I try to imagine what it was like for them. I know my kind can’t feel the mate bond, but I’d been told it was supposed to be powerful. Overwhelming. If they felt it and then left me behind and went back to the school, were they in their own kind of hell?

      I release a slow breath. “I should’ve been told. Then I could’ve decided how I felt.”

      “I’m not sure you even know how you feel now,” Dwade says, his voice barely louder than a whisper.

      I plant one hand on my hip and point with my other at him. “Shut your damn mouth, you stupid light fae! I might not have mates and all that shit, but I love you. I’ve felt connected to all of you my entire life. When you hurt, I hurt. When someone hurt you, I wanted nothing more than to kill them. I missed you like mad, every day of my life. And I’ve never wanted anyone more.”

      Dwade’s mouth opens and closes.

      “I might not be able to have mates and all that shit, but I love you all the same, and want to be with you.”

      Malin speaks, surprising us all. “You described the mate bond perfectly. That’s how I feel every time I think about you...every time I look at you.”

      “And it’s the way we feel about you too,” Lucian says, a slight protectiveness in his voice.

      I frown. “Does that mean we all love each other or is this...is this a mate thing?”

      I can’t have mates. Can I? This is just...a connection. Love?

      Lucian points at the book in his lap. “This thing says that dark fae have mates the same way light fae do, they just have a harder time finding someone they connect with like that.”

      I feel like the earth is shifting beneath my feet. “So...what does it mean?”

      Bron sighs. “It means when this is all over, we need to have a serious conversation about our future.”

      I’m about to say something, what I’m not sure, when the ground shakes, and I feel an overwhelming sense of terror roll through me. It seems to seep through the ground. It seems to muffle the air.

      “What the hell is that?”

      Malin pulls his hood back over his head. “It’s begun. The Society of the Ravens will attack the school. They’ll send the remainder of their shadow beasts to take all those suspected of being dark fae and burn them to death.”

      “What do we do?” Dwade asks, sounding overwhelmed.

      Malin looks back at him. “You three should stay here and protect Esmeray, at all costs. I’ll go to the school. I’ll face down the shadow beasts. I’m part of all of this, and if I have to give my life to save as many lives as I can, I will.”

      “You don’t need to do that to save lives,” Lucian says, startling us all. “You’re Daniel Ash. If you call your parents, they will come. And they have so much power over the lords of the west that it’ll bring all the leaders of the families. That’s our only chance at getting through the night.”

      “Your’e Daniel Ash?” I say, shocked to my core.

      I remembered Daniel Ash. Even now, I can picture him in my mind. His dark hair, his eyes, similar but different from my own. Our relationship was strange. His parents never wanted me at his parties. They kept me far from him at any party we were both at. I assumed, like many of the fae, they didn’t like me because they feared I took after my father.

      But one night when we were children, I asked him if he wanted to run through the woods with me, and he’d said yes. It was a night so dark that not even the light from the stars illuminated the forest. My monsters always hid from the light fae when I went out in the woods. But that night, they’d run along beside us. They hadn’t been afraid and neither had he.

      Moving toward Malin, I reach up and touch his face. It’s hard to see the boy behind the man’s face. It’s hard to see anything beyond his tattoos, but those eyes of his...how had I forgotten them? The grey-blue color often drifted to me in my dreams, but I’d never known why. Until now.

      “We ran with my monsters together,” I say.

      His eyes widen and then his brows draw together, his gaze far away. “I think...I think I remember that. The girl with a wicked smile. The girl who held my hand. That night...it was like a dream.”

      I nod. I’d felt a connection to him that night. Like he could understand those parts of myself that no one else could. My men loved me, despite my connection to monsters and ghosts, but Daniel had seemed to love the darkness just as much as I had. It never occurred to me that this man and that boy could be the same.

      “I’m part dark fae, part of one of those creatures...the shadow beasts.”

      I nod, still studying him. Somehow, that makes perfect sense to me.

      “I need to go help those people. Before, my master had worn a band around his wrist that controlled the beasts. The beasts ran as soon as I broke the cuff. I think if I can find the person controlling the rest of them, I can stop this.”

      “No,” I say, simply, dropping my hand. “We’re going to stop the Ravens, not just you.”

      “No,” he says right back, the muscles in his jaw working. “I tried to kill Dwade and Lucian. I worked against all of you this entire time, and I worked with the Society of the Ravens. This is my problem to fix.”

      “Unfortunately for you,” I say, “I think you and I are connected. I fully intend to punish you for what you did to my men, but I also don’t intend to let you die. My brother...” For a second it’s hard to speak, but I force myself to keep going, “died for this cause. I didn’t really understand all of this until now, but he must have been trying to stop exactly this. And my father…he died just because he was a dark fae. I can’t sit back and let anyone else lose their fathers or their brothers when I can do something to stop this. So, whether you like it or not, I’m in this with you.”

      He looks stunned into silence.

      “Guys, stay here and--”

      “Like fucking hell,” Bron growls.

      He struggles to stand, then does so, wavering on his feet.

      I lift a brow. “You can barely stand.”

      “Each minute I heal more,” he says slowly. “And no matter what, I won’t stay behind and let you fight for me.”

      “Me neither,” Dwade and Lucian say at once.

      “No offense,” I tell them. “But if I can find these light fae, and the shadow beasts aren’t too close, I can kill them with my mind. We won’t need to risk any of you. It’s the best plan we have.”

      “Actually,” Lucian draws the word out. “The best plan would be for us to learn to tap into our dark powers and you tap into the light ones. If we can do both, it doesn’t matter what the shadow beasts do, they won’t be able to stop us.”

      “What? Light and dark powers...what are you talking about?”

      Lucian points at the book in his lap. “It’s all right here. If we can learn to use both powers, only poisoned iron can stop us.”

      I can...tap into light fae powers? I shudder.

      No...no...I’m the dark and they’re the light. We can never be both.

      Or maybe we can, but I’m scared. Never have I tried to embrace the light. What if I did now and it destroys me?

      “Esmeray?” They’re all staring at me.

      My teeth clench together. I think of a thousand moments as a child with Rayne. He was steered toward all things good. His clothes, his toys, his life were all filled with light. And mine with the darkness. With monsters, with ghosts, with death and loneliness. The idea of embracing anything to do with that other side...it scares me.

      But if my men are willing to learn my powers...learn to step into the dark, then I have to be brave enough to step into the light. No matter how much my stomach turns at the thought.

      I release a slow breath. “Let’s do this.”

      But then Lucian looks at Malin. “But first, Malin needs to call his parents.”

      Malin draws himself up taller, and his hands squeeze into fists. His walls drop for the first time since I’ve been around him, and then my powers seem to swell. In that moment, I could kill him, I could reach out and end any life close to me, but I don’t. Instead, I fight the tears that sting my eyes, because the pain I feel radiating from Malin seems to come from his very soul.

      “Okay,” he whispers. “I’ll try.”
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      Their phones wouldn’t work in the tunnels, so Lucian gave me his phone and pointed out my parent’s phone number. Then I rushed to the surface, my heart racing. I wasn’t just afraid of what could be hiding in the darkness, or the powerful men I had betrayed coming after me. I was afraid of calling the people from that time before. It hurt even to think about my life outside of the tunnels.

      I didn’t know for the life of me what I would say.

      I hurry out of the tunnels and find a spot beneath a collection of trees. Here, the shadows are deep and dark. No one should be able to see me. I move so my back is to the trunk, trying to conceal the light of the phone from any searching eyes. Then I glance down at the number.

      Jules Ash.

      I take a deep breath, and hit the button to make the call.

      It seems to ring forever before a woman answers. Her voice is so damn familiar to me that for a minute I can’t speak.

      “Lucian?” she asks, sounding confused. “Are you there?”

      “It’s not Lucian,” I finally manage.

      The woman is quiet for another minute. “Who are you and what do you want? If you’ve hurt the Silver boy I will hunt you down and end your miserable life.”

      “No,” I say, still struggling for the words. “Lucian gave me his phone. He told me to call you...he said...you’d want to hear from me.”

      “Why?” She sounds as confused as I feel.

      “When I was a boy, I was taken,” I say slowly. “I don’t remember much of that time before being taken and tortured, but I remember a lot of sunshine. I remember being very happy. There was this song I think my mother used to sing. It was something like...You are my moonlight, my only moonlight. You make me happy when skies--”

      “Are grey,” she whispers. “Oh my god. Daniel?”

      Tears sting my eyes. “Yeah. It’s me. I didn’t...I didn’t remember that that was my name.”

      “Where are you?”

      I feel sick. “I’m at the Royal Fae Academy. The men who took me, they want to kill all the dark fae. I planned to help them, but then I met Esmeray Bloodmore, and everything changed. I’m working with Esmeray, Dwade, Lucian, and Bron now. We’re all hurt and hiding. The men have shadow beasts, and they’re going to kill all the dark fae tonight.”

      “No, they’re not.” My mother’s words send a chill down my spine. “We are going to gather the families. We’re going to be there as soon as possible. And you, my son, are going to stay safe. I’m going to come for you, no matter what, and I’m going to have my only child back again.”

      I can’t speak for a second. Tears catch in my throat, but I force myself to speak around it. “You don’t know the man I’ve become. I don’t deserve your love, your loyalty. I don’t deserve anyone.”

      I think she might be crying. “You must truly not remember what it is to have a mother, because a mother’s love is never-ending. It’s unconditional. And you, my son, could have changed in so many ways, but your good heart could never be taken away from you.”

      “I hope so,” I say, my jaw working.

      “Don’t hope. Know it. We’re coming.”

      “Okay,” I say, because I don’t know what else to say to my…mother.

      The ground shakes again, and light explodes from the center of the school.

      “Something’s happening,” I say. “I have to go.”

      “Be safe,” she says. “I love you.”

      And I don’t why, but I say, “I love you too.”

      I disconnect the phone, then slink out of the shadows until I can see the courtyard of the school. A massive bonfire glows in the center of the lawn, and a dozen stakes are planted in a circle. A couple dozen fae in dark robes stand near the bonfire, and six shadow beasts race around them. A man near the center pulls back the sleeve of his robe, and I see the glint of another silver brace.

      Which means there are probably more shadow beasts and more cuffs. Fuck.

      I think of the shadow beasts in the cages in the Raven’s tunnels. In all the chaos I wasn’t sure if they were the same ones in the courtyard earlier, but now I suspect they weren’t. Which means even though some of them have been set free, we now have more to deal with.

      A sinister voice disturbs the night. “Give us the dark fae. None of the rest of you needs to be hurt.”

      I watch, praying that these people aren’t awful enough to give up people just because their names were on a list.

      But when no one leaves the buildings, the voice comes again. “We know your safety plan. We know you’re gathering in the library. But even though the doors have held for every past attack, they will fall today, and all of you will pay.”

      Heart hammering, I slink back into the shadows, then run until I hit the tunnels.

      It seems that our time has come to end. They will burn the dark fae soon.

      And somehow before that happens, we are supposed to learn how to harness the light and dark powers. If we can’t, I have no idea how we’ll hold these people off long enough for our families to help us.
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      Malin comes back, and everyone has questions. He reassures us that his mom promised to bring the families to help, and he also told us about the bonfire and the dozen stakes. When he’s done, I shift so that he can join us in our circle.

      But the second he sits down, Bron launches into it. “Are we really going to let him join us with this? Just a few hours ago he was working with the Ravens.”

      I hold his gaze. “He’s also the reason that I’m alive right now. If he hadn’t attacked the shadow beasts, and broken the thing that was controlling them, I’d be burned alive right now, and I’m pretty sure you’d be dead too.”

      “And that means we should trust him?”

      “No,” Malin says. “You have no reason to trust me, except that I know Esmeray is my mate. And you all know how that feels...I could never let her be harmed.”

      Rage flashes over Bron’s face.

      Lucian sighs. “We don’t have time for this. We have to work out our personal problems later. If they have the stakes up, it’s only a matter of time before they come after the students, and if we can’t harness both powers, we won’t stand a chance.”

      “Fine,” Bron whispers. “But this isn’t over yet.”

      No, it isn’t. None of this is over. My emotions and thoughts are all over the place. I’m a mate to all of these men? How is that even possible? They seem to be so sure this is a mate bond. But what if they’re wrong?

      I clench my hands into fists, trying to calm myself down. Over the last few hours, I’d just learned a lot of new things, but unfortunately, I don’t have time to process anything.

      “So, the book says that we should hold hands,” Lucian says, staring down at the pages. “And then we need to embrace the light parts of ourselves and the dark. It says that we, as light fae, know how to accept happiness, awe, pride, amazement, admiration, excitement. That when we feel these emotions, we let them flow. But when it comes to anger and jealousy, disgust, or sadness, we’ve been taught to push it aside, to hide it. Now, we have to let it flow. We have to embrace it the same way we embrace our lighter emotions. And the opposite would be true for Esmeray and Malin. It even goes so far as to say that we have to accept that there are no light and dark emotions, that all the emotions are needed.”

      I laugh. “All emotions are needed? That can’t be true. The darker emotions are despised and feared. No one wants to feel sad or angry or jealous. Everyone wants to be happy and excited.” I sound so bitter, but I can’t help it.

      Dwade gives me a small smile. “No, Esmeray. Sometimes people do want to be angry and sad. Don’t you ever want to be happy or excited?”

      I stare at him. “Those aren’t things I’m capable of feeling. If you can’t accept that about me, then you can’t really love me for who I am.”

      I’m surprised when Malin speaks. “You’re wrong. I’ve seen you happy. I see the look on your face when you look at them. You just need to accept that it’s okay to feel those things.”

      “We have to open ourselves up,” Lucian says. “We have to pull down all our walls and let all our emotions flow over each other. Only if we can do that, can we even hope to embrace both sets of powers.”

      “Pull down our walls all the way?” Panic fills my voice. “I can’t do that. I can never do that. You guys have no idea what’s inside of me. It’ll be too much for you.”

      “You have to trust us enough to do this,” Bron tells me, and his gaze is firm.

      I feel sick, but I nod, even knowing that there’s a chance after these men feel me they might not be able to love me again. Maybe we have a mate bond, but it doesn’t mean they have to love me, or even like me. Does it?

      “You guys ready?” Lucian asks.

      I nod, but I don’t feel ready.

      We reach out. Lucian and Malin take my hands. Bron is directly across from me, and Dwade holds Malin’s other hand. I feel it when Lucian drops his walls. For a second, there’s just the sense of confusing emotions, but a strange crawling comes up my neck. It’s like he’s opening something wider and wider.

      And then I stiffen as the emotions hit me. But it isn’t just emotions I feel. I also see things. I see Lucian. Images flash through my mind of the most painful moments of his life.

      There were times with his parents that he felt alone. His grandmother was the one who always understood him the best. They’d cook together. Laugh together. And the world was perfect when they were together.

      I saw the day the demons came. I saw their attack and the way his grandmother gave her life for Lucian. He watched her die, then hid in the woods until they were gone. Then he stepped out and watched the fire burn, before turning his back on it. Rayne came soon after and helped him home. There were the nights afterwards, nights when he felt as if he’d never be safe again. And then there was the night I brought him the heads of the demons. I brought him peace.

      More moments flash through my mind. Of finding his grandmother’s locket in the ashes. Of him having to leave home and go to the academy. Of him missing me. Of the day he returned and realized I was his mate.

      Night after night he missed me. He wanted me. It made him sick. It made it hard for him to sleep.

      And then Rayne died...and Lucian’s pain matched my own. His loss overwhelmed him. Flash after flash rolls through me until they stop at last.

      Tears are streaming down my face. “Oh, Lucian…”

      And then I sense Dwade. His walls lower just as slowly as Lucian’s and then more images assault my mind. Dwade training, night after night. Moments beneath his house when he watched people be tortured, when he watched people die. Going out with his father and brothers and scaring people, warning people, hurting people.

      It killed him inside. It tore at him. He didn’t want anything of that life. He didn’t want to hurt anyone.

      And then there was the moment he realized I was his mate. He thought I could never be his. He suffered, aching inside with a loneliness that could never be filled, and then Rayne died.

      The moments are terrible. Miserable. Things I never imagined Dwade could have seen and been through. I wanted more than anything in the world to hold him, but I stay where I’m sitting, the tears continuing to fall.

      Bron lets out a slow breath, and then his walls come down.

      There were no words. No words for the way he felt the day his father died. No words for the day his mom brought his step-dad home. And after that...years of torture. Torture unlike anything I had imagined. He bled. He cried. He ran through the darkness. His step-father’s claws would tear his flesh, and then he’d fade back into the shadows. Bron would keep running, crying, and the claws would come again and again.

      In his bed at night, he feared to sleep. Sometimes when he fell asleep his step-father would wake him, tossing him from the window. If he couldn’t react fast enough to grab onto a tree branch, or fall the right way, his bones would break. His step-father would leave him there, while his bones knit back together.

      Bron would lie, staring at the sky, tears marring his vision. But as the years passed, the torture grew worse, and his tears stopped falling. When we started spending more time together, he felt something deep inside, that I was one of the few people who could understand his pain.

      I see the moment he discovered I was his mate. I see the nights of loneliness that ate at his soul, and I see the torture he felt when he learned I was with other men.

      And then Rayne’s death. And the moment he saw me at the funeral.

      All of it destroyed him.

      My eyes open and connect with his. “I’m so sorry,” I whisper.

      His pain fills his eyes.

      “Now for you two,” Lucian says, and I realize we’re all seeing into each other’s souls, because his voice is choked by tears.

      “Okay,” Malin says, and his walls slowly lower.

      But nothing happens.

      After a minute, Bron says, “Let us in.”

      Malin frowns. “I’m trying.”

      My gaze meets his. “Stop trying. Just do it.”

      He gives a slow nod, closes his eyes, and releases a slow breath.

      At first, it’s just flashes of his torture. Of that room cloaked in a suffocating darkness. A young boy who had lost everything. The sting of a whip on his flesh. The pain of his face being tattooed. Loneliness. Horrible loneliness and fear.

      Days under the tunnels crawl through his mind, and I find myself shocked that he had the will to keep going. No matter what was done to him, he kept going.

      I’m not sure I could’ve done the same.

      And then I feel his walls completely fall, like the breaking of a damn. Old memories surface of him as a boy laughing with his mom and his dad. There were parties. Hide and seek. Kisses before bed and bedtime stories. So, so much happiness. Happiness that broke him to remember.

      My brother’s face comes into his mind, and I realize that he liked Rayne, that he respected him. I see moment after moment when he could’ve hurt my brother and didn’t. I see them spar together. I see Rayne grin. They were enemies, but not.

      And then I see me. I’m an angel in his mind. A bright spot that chased away the darkness. When he touched me, that ache inside of him finally eased. The connection between us had the brightness of a thousand suns.

      I open my eyes. Everyone has tears on their faces. The pain hurt us all, but it seemed such a terrible thing for Malin to remember the good after so much bad.

      “That was…” Dwade says nothing more.

      None of us speak. Our lives had been hard. But Malin? He’d had nothing for so long. He’d lost everything. At least we’d had each other for most of our lives.

      “Your turn,” Bron says, and I realize everyone is staring at me.

      I nod and will myself to drop my walls. I feel the anger and sadness rush out of me. I don’t know what they see, probably all my years of loneliness, probably the day I lost Rayne, and when I hurt them. Beneath all of that, I can sense happiness...somewhere. But I don’t know how to reach it. Or maybe I’m too scared to reach it.

      “Esmeray, let us in,” Bron whispers.

      I try. I try so damn hard. I’m shaking.

      My eyes open, and I look at all of them. They stare back at me, and the protectiveness in their eyes is overwhelming. They’ve felt my pain, they’ve felt my anger, and they’re still here. But how do I let them feel everything? How do I just...let go the way they had?

      “You can trust us,” Bron says.

      Our eyes meet, and something inside of me aches. I do trust them...don’t I?

      That’s when it hits me. No, I hadn’t trusted them. I didn’t tell them all these years how I felt about them. I pushed them away every chance I could. Because if I really accepted them into my life, I had to admit that they made me happy. That as much as I enjoyed the darkness and my ghosts and monsters, my life was empty without other people in it.

      I could be me. I could be a dark fae and still...still have them. Still walk in the light, when I wanted to. With them. With these men by my side, loving me, even if I didn’t always deserve it.

      And then, I don’t know what happens, but I let go.

      I remember every moment with Rayne. I remember the laughter and the goodness. I remember the way he made me feel as if he understood me. Images of the guys and my brother and I as children roll through my mind. So many games. So many good times. I even think of that night in the woods, running with Daniel.

      And I think of them since coming to the academy. I’d been so focused on the bad, on my pain, and on my mission, it was like I didn’t even see what being back with them had brought me. Their touch, their company, it had buried itself deep inside of me and made my soul sing. I wasn’t just alive because of them, I lived because of them.

      “I do love you,” I manage.

      They smile.

      “We know,” Lucian says.

      As my eyes meet his, I realize that there’s a smile in his eyes. My gaze moves to Bron and Dwade, and they’re looking at me that same way. It’s weird, but nice. For so long I didn’t even really accept the way I felt, and now it was all out there. Exactly the way I feel.

      And when I look at Malin, he’s studying me in a strange way. I realize that until this moment, all we really had was a connection. But now, we have a history...at least Daniel and I do. We also know each other now in a way that goes beyond the “intimacy” I had with strangers I met at clubs. This is the first man that I feel like I know, that I’m attracted to, but we haven’t had sex. I haven’t just used him for sex.

      We’re not exactly friends. We’re not exactly lovers. But we are something…

      I look away from them, feeling strangely vulnerable. It feels like there is so much to say, but I don’t know how to say it. And what is more, there isn’t time to focus on it. Danger looms above us, and we have no idea how long we have before it comes crashing down on our heads.

      “Now what?” I ask them, overwhelmed, wanting to draw my walls back up, but keeping them down.

      “Now, when we attack, the shadow beasts won’t stop us. We can piece through their veil.”

      “Should we try it first?” Dwade asks.

      I nod. “But...how?”

      We look at Malin.

      “You can test it on me,” he offers, his tattooed-face blank.

      “Alright.” It seems like the only way.

      He releases a slow breath, and suddenly we’re all cut off from each other. We sag, dropping hands, and I can hear us all gasping for breath. It’s like a blanket has come over our senses. It’s staggering to feel this way after being so connected.

      “Now, don’t reach for his mind,” Lucian says. “The book said to reach for all of him. Reach for everything, even the things he hides.”

      Malin sits perfectly still. For a second, it’s easy to see him as the villain I had thought he was in the beginning, between his dark hood, intricate face tattoos, and his seemingly blank expression. But somehow, even though he hides it, now I can see the young, scared boy underneath.

      “And be careful,” I add, still watching him. “If you can all do what I can do now, it’s easy to kill.”

      Malin’s eyes meet mine and something sizzles between us. And then I look away, needing to focus. I’m tense as I open up, trying not just to feel that darkness I can usually connect with so easily, but trying to feel all of him. And then, suddenly, he’s there! And in this moment, I don’t know what I can do, but I know I can affect him.

      “It worked,” Bron says, and there’s a strange satisfaction in his voice. “I’ve never felt anything like this...like I could hurt him so easily.”

      Malin drops the veil again and there’s an uneasy look on his face.

      “It’s okay,” I reassure him. “You’re with us now.”

      “You are,” Dwade adds. “You feel for her what we feel for her. You’ve been through...hell.”

      Malin looks unsure.

      But Bron nods at him, and I think we’re all surprised. Sure, Bron didn’t exactly hug him and swear that they’d be besties, but that was the closest Malin would come to being forgiven for what he’d done.

      Fear hits us like a wave, and it takes me a second to scramble and pull my walls back up. Everyone looks panicked.

      “What the hell was that?” Lucian asks.

      Malin speaks slowly. “The students have an emergency plan to take the tunnels directly under the school in case of emergency and hole up in the library. They’ll have gone there. And my master will have expected it. He’ll seal off the tunnels, trapping them inside, then rush the building.”

      Oh, hell. This isn’t good.

      “So what do we do?” I ask, looking at each of my men.

      “Well,” Malin begins slowly. “I know a way in that my master isn’t aware of. We could use that to our advantage, so we don’t have to fight them on our own or out in the open.”

      “Good plan,” I say. “Let’s get going before it’s too late!”

      His gaze meets mine. “You and I are in danger of being burned alive if we go there.”

      I shudder, remembering my legs. The idea of putting myself right back into a position to do that all over again makes my stomach churn. But the idea of leaving other people to die like that? It’s something I can’t live with.

      Beside, this is why we opened ourselves up to the light and the dark. We would all be needed if we were going to face an evil like this.

      “We have to protect the others,” I say.

      I can tell they want to argue, but Bron simply turns to Lucian. “Do you think we can wait until the families come?”

      He doesn’t hesitate. “I think if we wait, the dark fae will already be dead.”

      I clench my hands together. “Then let’s go.”
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      I’m not sure if I can do this. I know I have to. I know that if these men win tonight, people will die, and my Esmeray will never be safe again. But I’m struggling. Tonight I almost died, and even with my fae healing abilities, and the fact that they had a healer work on me, I’m hurting.

      I tell myself that we all are. That everyone was hurt tonight, and I have to push past this feeling, but it doesn’t erase my doubts. If I go to battle tonight, I don’t think I’ll make it out.

      Everyone is standing and getting ready. I shift, wincing as my entire belly hurts like hell, then struggle to my feet. By the time I manage to stand without it feeling like the world is rolling under my feet, I realize Esmeray is watching me.

      She moves closer to me, and my breath hitches. I’ve waited for so long to see the way she’s looking at me right now, as if I’m just important to her as she is to me.

      “You’re hurting,” she says softly, then reaches up and strokes my cheek.

      My eyes flutter shut. I hate that in opening up the dark side of my powers it’s even harder to push away the hurt and anger toward my step-father. And I’m even more surprised at the hurt and anger I feel toward my mother. I never realized how much I blamed her for all the pain I’d suffered at that monster’s hands. What’s more, my mind seems to recall every tender touch I’ve experienced in my life, and most of them came from Esmeray.

      It’s a shock to me. This woman with her tough exterior, with her fearlessness, was also the person whose hand always seemed to be there when I needed something to hold. Her hugs were rare, but she would hug me, and my problems seemed to fade away in her arms. How had I forgotten those many moments?

      “Stay here,” she whispers. “We’ve got this.”

      My eyes flash open. “No way in hell.”

      She studies me for a minute, then reaches down and I let her pull off my shirt. I catch the sound of her sharp intake of breath, then her hands glide gently over my wounds. It’s strange how good her hands feel. It’s strange how much I want her to never stop touching me.

      “These are bad, Bron. I wish...I wish I could help.” She leans in closer, and her lips press lightly against my throat. Her breath is warm, and my breathing grows ragged. “This is the first time I’ve wanted to be a light fae...so I could heal you, so I could take your pain away.”

      I reach a hand up and dig it into her hair, then press my face into her hair, breathing in the smoky scent of my mate. “You don’t need to be a light fae to take my pain away. Your touch has always been enough.”

      She makes the smallest sound, a sigh, and relaxes against me. And in that moment, with her hand trailing lightly down my chest and her scent all around me, I feel warmth radiating from her hand. For a second I think I might be imagining it, but then Esmeray moves back from me and looks down at my chest.

      “Hell, did you...did you heal me?” I ask, shocked by how much better I feel.

      Esmeray pulls back her hand and looks at it like it’s something foreign.

      “The book said something about that,” Lucian begins, his tone thoughtful. “Opening ourselves up to both sides could bring a lot of different powers.”

      Esmeray looks troubled.

      “If we can heal each other, we should try to,” I say.

      Already I’m feeling better. Stronger. More in control of my body once more.

      We all try to heal each other, but only Esmeray and I appear to be able to do it. Still, when we’re done, I’m a little tired, but we’re all looking in better shape. We make sure our swords and daggers are clean and ready to go, then eat some of the snacks we kept hidden in the room. We’re about to go over our exact plans when an overwhelming sense of terror slams into all of us so hard we stagger.

      “What was that?” Esmeray asks, looking worried.

      Malin is the one to answer. “My guess? They released the remaining shadow beasts from their cages, and they’re attacking the library.”

      “Fuck.” Dwade’s hands curl into fists, then he looks at Lucian and I. “How long do you think the doors can hold?”

      Lucian takes a minute to think, then says, “Maybe a half hour, maybe more.”

      Thinking of the thick doors, I nod. That sounds about right. But it’s hard to think with the feeling of fear flowing from all the students, many of whom are my friends.

      I clamp down my walls and the sense of terror fades. Esmeray and Malin look at each for a minute, and something passes between them. My gut clenches, and for a minute, I just study Malin. It tore at something deep inside of me that this man was also Esmeray’s mate too. A woman like her deserves men who have loved her all her life. Men who would be with her through everything, who would never hurt her. I know that Dwade, Lucian, and I are those men. I’m not sure that Malin is.

      Every time I thought of her touching him, every time I pictured them together, I felt enraged. Esmeray is mine. Ours. Not his. And yet, he is here with us the same.

      And then there were the images I saw of his life. Every time I thought of them, something softened inside of me. This was Daniel Ash. This was the boy we had played with as children, the one who had disappeared. Since that time he had endured terrible things. I wonder if he was never taken if he would have grown up with all of us, if he would’ve been our best friend too, if sharing Esmeray would feel as natural as it did with Dwade and Lucian.

      I hate that I can’t blame him for any of those things. It makes it harder to hate him. And it makes it harder to try to take away Esmeray’s love from him.

      “You said there was a way inside,” I tell him, drawing out each word.

      His blue-grey eyes find mine, and our gazes hold. I hate that I can’t read his emotions. Being able to feel the truth inside of him would’ve made all of this easier. “I know of a tunnel under the library that leads into it. As far as I know, none of the Ravens are aware of it.”

      Dwade leans against one of the stone walls. “Once inside, we can try to sneak out the dark fae. We can hide them down here and keep them safe. When we’re gone, they can open the doors and reveal that they’re gone. Then, we can do a surprise attack and take them all down, so we don’t have to worry about them in the future.”

      “It’s the best plan we have,” Lucian says with a shrug.

      “And Malin and Esmeray can stay down here with the dark fae...to protect them,” I add. And to keep her safe.

      Esmeray’s gaze jerks to me, and I know she knows exactly what I’m thinking. “Do you seriously think I’m going to let you fight without me?”

      I feel an argument coming on. “I seriously think you won’t leave a bunch of students who are helpless against the shadows beasts without any protection.”

      She opens her mouth, then closes it.

      Malin looks from her to me. “I’ll go wherever I’m needed.”

      But I can tell that’s not what he wants to say. He wants to say that he’ll go wherever he can protect her. It irritates me just a bit that he already knows better than to say something like that out loud.

      “Malin will have to keep his shield, or whatever, down. We’ll want to be able to sense our enemies before they can attack.”

      Malin nods after a moment, and my senses suddenly stretch out in every direction around us. It’s so startling to realize that even when he uses his powers, there are degrees of it. With his powers fully up, we can sense nothing. Partially up, only powerful emotions come through, etc. These shadow beasts...I’m surprised why they aren’t sworn enemies to the fae, since their abilities render us almost completely useless.

      We all gather at the door, and I help slide the stone so that we can get out into the hall. We close it behind us, and an overwhelming sense of something...wrong washes over.

      “What the hell is that?” I whisper.

      Lucian steps in front of us, holding the torch out. “Something bad is heading this way…”
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      I let my senses stretch out, ready to feel the danger that my men warned me about. But instead, I sense my hellhound racing toward us. Every one of them draws out their swords as my hellhound comes closer and closer.

      “Wait!” I say. “It’s a friend.”

      “It screams of rage!” Bron says.

      I push to stand in front of them, and suddenly the massive beast is at the edge of our torchlight. It pauses, skidding to a stop, and regards us wearily. The creature is a massive beast made of bones and patches of hair, with eyes that glow like the fires of the Underworld. It’s huge, easily similar to the size of the shadow beasts.

      “What is it?” I ask him.

      His words come into my mind. There will be a lot of death tonight. I am ready to collect the souls.

      I nod and flatten myself on the side of the tunnel. “Let him through.”

      None of my men put down their swords, but they do as I ask. My hellhound springs past them, disappearing into the darkness.

      “That was your...friend?” Malin asks, sounding confused.

      Lucian laughs. “She’s friends with monsters and ghosts. You kind of get used to it after a while.”

      Malin lifts a brow and our eyes meet. I feel that strange sizzle that connects us together, and I see his breath hitch. It’s strange how even in this moment, in a time of chaos and danger, I can’t help but want him. I wonder if the ache inside of me will ease when we finally...if we finally get a chance to be together.

      Somehow, I doubt it. I don’t entirely understand what it means to be part shadow beast, but I sure as hell know what it means to be a dark fae. Something deep inside of me wonders what it would be like to be with one of my own kind.

      A shiver rolls down my spine, and I look away from him.

      “I’ll lead the way,” Malin says, and the husky note to his voice makes my nipples hard.

      I move to follow him, but Bron suddenly pulls me against him. His lips meet mine, hard and punishing, and the world fades away behind me until everything inside of me is burning for him. Then he pulls back, looking down at me with those hazel eyes of his.

      “Wh-what was that for?” I ask, struggling to catch my breath.

      “Just reminding you,” he says, then moves past me to follow Malin.

      Malin looks back at us, and the look of raw jealousy on his face surprises me. I know he wants me. I know he sees me as his mate, but I never imagined that he’d feel jealous about the connection between me and my men.

      Dwade moves past me, but stops to run a hand down my arm. When our eyes meet, I know he wants to say more. He wants to say all the things I can read in his face, but those kinds of words have always been hard for him to speak.

      “It’s okay,” I say. “I know.”

      He leans down and brushes his lips against mine, and I reach up and grab his face, planting a firmer kiss on his lips. When I pull back, one side of his mouth quirks into a smile. Then he passes me to stand next to Bron.

      I hear Lucian resheath his sword and turn my attention to him. He has a wicked grin on his face when he says, “My turn.”

      Then he sweeps me back in his arms, like this is a fairytale and I’m the princess. Which is hilarious given that I’m definitely not a princess, and this dark tunnel isn’t exactly a shining castle. But then he kisses me and all humor dies away. He has this way about him, a lightness that makes my soul soar, and as our lips touch, it eases something inside of me.

      When he’s finally done, he stands us both back up. I press myself against him and kiss him on the cheek. “Thank you.”

      “Always,” he says with a wink.

      Malin gives me one last hurt look, and we continue through the tunnels.

      It’s strange how much that look claws at something inside of me. I’m still angry that he locked Dwade and Lucian in that room with the shadow beast. I’m still mad that he participated in an organization that targeted my kind. But it’s hard to hold onto that anger when I remember every important moment of his life. Because from what I saw of his experiences, it’s more surprising that he was able to leave all of that behind and join our side than it is to believe a young, tortured child had joined a terrible society in the first place.

      Maybe it was the fact that I’d opened up both sides of myself, but it seemed so much easier to not only feel empathy for him, but to hold onto that feeling instead of burying it within myself. As we continue through the tunnels, I swear I can feel the way I’ve changed inside. And the thing I want most, deep down, is to bond with Malin the way I had with the others.

      As we continue, Malin opens doors and takes us up and down corridors that I never imagined existed. The air seems to grow colder, and the stone tunnels fade away, leaving behind dirt paths. At last, he stops and points up. Sure enough, there’s a trap door above us.

      He starts to lift it.

      “Wait!” We all turn to Bron. “Let us three go first and make sure it’s safe. As much as some of those Ravens might hate us, I don’t think any of them would be stupid enough to hurt us. And as of right now, the shadow beasts are outside, but we can’t trust all the fae inside. Then we can talk to the students and teachers and find out exactly what’s going on and explain our plan.”

      “So,” I frown and continue, “Malin and I just...sit here?”

      “For now,” he says.

      Lucian trails a hand down my spine. “Just...give us some time. I think…things would go calmer without you too, and then we’ll come down and get you when we need you. Okay?”

      “They hurt Bron,” I say softly. “They sent those shadow beasts after me and they left him to die.”

      “But I think if I hadn't fought them, they wouldn’t have touched me,” Bron tells me, and I can tell he’s trying to reassure me.

      “He’s probably right,” Lucian adds. “In the books, it said something about how usually the person who commands the shadow beasts gives them one command, and they’ll do anything to fulfill it, no matter how much they might not want to.”

      “So what if this time when you stand between me and the shadow beasts, they end your lives to get to us?” I ask.

      Dwade shakes his head, drawing his massive frame up taller. “That’s not going to happen.”

      “I don’t want to stay down here either,” Malin says, then points further down the tunnel. “But there’s a small room just over there. We can hide there just long enough to be sure everything is going according to plan, then go up and help.”

      The idea of hiding pisses me off, but I’m willing to accept that it’s a smart plan. “But if we hear trouble, come hell or high water, we'll be there.”

      They each kiss me, then Bron lifts the trap door, and they all lift themselves through it, before putting the door back into place. We linger for a few minutes, and when nothing terrible seems to happen, I calm down. They were probably just checking on everyone, then they’d explain the plan and offer answers. I wasn’t good with those kinds of things, so it was probably better that I wasn’t there.

      “Come on,” Malin says. “This way.”

      I follow him, wondering if I’m making a mistake. I’m strong. Even stronger now with both powers. I shouldn’t be hiding in the shadows.

      When I came here to avenge my brother’s death and discover what he was looking into, I had decided I was done hiding in the shadows. The men outside were the ones responsible for killing my father and my brother. I wanted their blood on my hands. I wanted to kill them slowly and painfully.

      Instead, I was slinking around the tunnels in the dark.

      Malin opens a wooden door at the end of the wall. We slip inside, and he places the torch in a holder. The room is small. Mostly just a bed and a little side table. I sink down onto the bed, which is mostly just a pile of blankets, and I’m surprised by the fact that there’s no dust or dampness to them.

      I look at Malin. “Do you come here a lot?”

      His eyes widen for a minute, and then he stares at the wall behind my head. “In parts of this tunnel, you can hear people talking. I...I liked listening and feeling like I was with other people.”

      That cold heart of mine warms a little. I think of all the moments of pain and suffering he’s felt over the years, and something in me aches. It’s strange how this man was my enemy not that long ago, but now he felt like a part of me in the strangest way.

      “I can understand that. I know what it’s like to be lonely.”

      His gaze meets mine again. “I remember. I was...surprised by how much we have in common.”

      “Yeah, but my parents weren’t cruel, and I always had the guys.”

      “Except when they abandoned you.”

      My cold heart gets a little frostier. “They went to school. They had to.”

      “And when they found out you were their mate, they avoided you.”

      I stand, facing him down. “They did what they felt was right.”

      His eyes flash with rage. “I found out you were my mate a few days ago, and I haven’t been able to stay away from you since. I can’t imagine avoiding you for years, just because I didn’t want to have a conversation with another man.”

      “Fuck you! You don’t know anything!”

      He moves closer to me, his body seeming to surround me. “I know that I’m what’s been missing from you. A man who can understand that darkness inside of you. A man who can touch you the way you want to be touched.”

      This time, I move closer, crowding his space. “Actually, I think I’m the thing that’s been missing from your life, and that I’m the one who will touch you the way you want to be touched.”

      He lifts his hands. “And I think you’re afraid. I think you feel comfortable with your light fae. I think there’s no mystery between you, and I think things may never happen between us, because that would be a risk. And you don’t take risks.”

      “You just want me,” I say, my gaze drifting to his mouth.

      “And I think you want me, but you won’t do anything about it.”

      It’s strange. As I stand looking at him, knowing that we’ll be trapped down here for a while, I want nothing more than to fuck his brains out. But he’s also right. I’m worried that if we take this step there’s no going back. This man, who is still a mystery to me in so many ways, will become even more of a part of me. Am I willing to cross that line just to ease the ache inside of me? Just to clear my head before a battle?

      And whether I fuck him or not, will this bond between us even be something I can walk away from?

      I’m still not sure what to say or do when he leans down and lightly bites my bottom lip.

      I gasp, my eyes widening, and he studies me. “Did you…like that?”

      Fuck. It’s still so strange to me that this man is a virgin. That he has no idea what he’s doing but seems to do it so damned well.

      So instead of answering him, I stand on my tiptoes and bite his bottom lip. He groans, and then catches my lips before I can pull away. One of his hands digs into the back of my hair, and he tilts me so he can have better access to my lips. His other hand presses against my lower back, drawing me nearer.

      I press myself against him. A shudder runs through my body when I feel his erection. There’s so much else we should be thinking about. So much else we should be doing. But maybe it’s the damn light part of myself, but I feel an overwhelming need to do this with my mate.

      It feels more important than anything else in this moment.

      My hands stray to the button on his pants, and I flick it open and draw down his zipper. His mouth opens wider as our lips crash into each other, and my tongue sweeps into his mouth. His body seems to hum against mine when I tug down his boxers and pull out his erection. My hand curls around his hard length, and he seems to pulse beneath my touch. His hands start to run up and down my arms, like he doesn’t know where to touch me.

      I tug his pants and boxers further down and break free from our kiss to fall onto my knees.

      He looks down at me in shock.

      I lean forward and take him into my mouth.

      “Fuck, Esmeray…”

      At first I just suck his tip, then release it to flick my tongue over his tip, lapping up the precum that beads his perfect tip. But then I take him deeper and deeper in my mouth. His body jerks, and I wrap my hands around him, grabbing his ass and forcing him to sink so far that I come to his hilt. The tip of his cock hits the back of my throat in the fucking sexiest way, and I hum around him.

      He jerks again, then pants. “You…have to stop… I’m going to come.”

      I pull back from him and hold his gaze. “I want to make you come.”

      His entire body seems to shudder, and then I take him back into my mouth, drawing him in and out. I’m slow at first. But then his hands curl into my hair and he begins to force me harder and harder onto his length as his hips buck.

      Something comes over me as I watch him. It’s incredible, knowing I’m the only woman this man has ever had. It’s hot as hell to know I’m going to make him come for me. My nipples grow so hard they ache, and my core heats up.

      I only hope he has more than one time in him, because I’m going to need his cock deep inside of me.

      When his bucking grows more and more wild, I tighten my lips around him, and he cries out my name and comes. His seed fills my mouth, and I swallow it down, continuing to lick him clean as he rocks slowly into me still, his grip on my hair growing more lax.

      It’s a long minute before his eyes open and he looks down at me. Slowly drawing back from me, I let my tongue flick over the head of his cock again before he’s too far away. His aroused gaze darkens, and he whispers, “Can I fuck you now, Esmeray?”

      I nod, mesmerized by the look in his eyes.

      We both rush to undress until we’re standing naked in front of each other. He runs his hands lightly over my skin, and my body aches for more, but he seems more content to explore me. He moves to stand behind me, and his gentle touch continues until he circles my nipples again.

      I’m breathing hard when I let my head fall back. Both his hands suddenly grab my breasts, and his thumbs flick my nipples. I moan and thrash, and then feel his hard erection behind me.

      A guttural roar tears from his lips, and then he shifts me and pushes me forward a little. My hands reach out and catch the side of the little cave. The head of his cock begins to slide in and out of my juices, and I’m gasping for air, my entire body humming with need.

      When his cock finally pushes into my tight channel, I moan his name and spread my legs further, so he can take me deeper. He finally buries himself all the way to my hilt, and then, to my surprises, lifts my legs so that they curl around him from behind. My hands dig into the dirt walls. His hands hold my waist, and then the bastard begins to fuck me like he’s been waiting for this all his life.

      Which I guess he has.

      The angle is amazing. It hits pleasure points inside of me that I never knew existed, and before long I’m making desperate sounds, demanding that he fuck me harder and faster. He listens, thrusting into me like he’s claiming me as his own.

      Which he is.

      Our fucking grows even harder. I use my leverage against the wall to crash down harder and harder onto his incredible dick. My body shudders. Every hair lifts, and my nerves scream out in pleasure. My orgasm catches me by surprise, and then I use him like my favorite dildo. I work him so damned hard as I ride the waves of my pleasure that a minute later he shouts my name and comes inside of me.

      And I must still have that dark fae side of myself, because it only makes me hotter to feel his hot cum coating my insides. My inner muscles clench around him, as if determined to drain him of every last drop of his seed. And when I’m finally done, I swear I would’ve fallen ungracefully forward if not for his strong hands around me.

      He angles me back against him and carries me to the bed. I lie down on my belly, and my eyes flutter closed. That strange connection that always flows between us feels like a rushing river, and for a minute I find it hard to care about anything but finally having this man the way I always imagined.

      But then, he runs a hand down my spine and says, “Thank you.”

      “I should be thanking you,” I murmur.

      He kisses my spine. “I wish we could lie here forever.”

      My eyes flash open, and the surreal moment between us passes, bringing ugly reality with us.

      “We need to get dressed,” I say. We’re about to fight for our lives, and the lives of all the dark fae.

      “I know,” he tells me, “but I’m glad we had this moment together. It was the best moment of my life.”

      My heart aches a little, and as much as it might’ve been stupid to do this right now, I don’t regret it. If we were going to die, I at least wanted to have shared this with him.

      He pulls out of me, and I roll onto my back.

      Malin’s gaze runs over my naked body and then he leans down and starts to suck one of my nipples. I gasp and dig my hand into his hair.

      “W-we have to get ready.”

      His lips break from my nipple. “Just one more time,” he whispers.

      And hell, I must be weaker than I thought, because I spread my legs, welcoming my mate to take me again. Tonight we will be stepping into hell; we might as well have this moment of heaven first.
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      Most of the students and faculty are crammed into the library, down in the basement floor. Panic fills the air, and Lucian, Bron, and I freeze for a moment when we spot them. I’ve never seen fae like this before, gathered together like a scared pack of animals. The lights overhead flicker, and it’s somehow cold in the basement, even with all the people.

      Cheryl, a fae who has a massive thing for Bron, turns in our direction, and her eyes widen. “They’re here!” she says, and her finger points toward us.

      The energy in the room changes, and all eyes are focused in our direction. I look at Bron and Lucian and see the same question in their eyes. How do these people feel? What do they expect of us?

      “What do we do?” Cheryl asks. “Those...things are outside the door.”

      As if her words brought the nightmarish creatures to life, we hear something slamming above us. Everyone jerks a little, and I have a feeling the shadow beasts are ramming against the massive wooden door to the library. It’ll hold, but only for so long.

      Another person speaks up, a Fae named Athan. “Is the list of dark fae they sent the complete list of everyone they suspect of being dark fae?”

      I already know where he’s going. “No, they could have anyone in this room on that list.”

      The fear in the room intensifies, but I don’t care. I’ve seen people at their lowest in my father’s basement. I’ve realized that when people fear for their lives, they’ll do just about anything to survive, including sacrificing others. If these people think they can gather up a dozen students and throw them out the door to stay safe, they will.

      “Look,” Lucian says, his calming voice washing over the room. “We have a plan to take them down, but we’ll need your help. Eventually, those doors are going to come down, and we’ll need to fight. All of us. Bron, Lucian, Esmeray, and I know their weaknesses, so we can handle them, but we’ll need you guys to be their focus.”

      “So, we’re the distraction?” Athan asks, his expression unreadable.

      “You’re essential to this plan working,” Lucian says, emphasizing each word.

      “And what about the fae outside?” Cheryl asks.

      I frown. “What fae?”

      “The fae in the dark robes.” She shivers. “I think they’re the ones commanding the shadow beasts.”

      Hell, I have no idea how many fae are involved in the Society of the Ravens, but I guess we’ll find out soon enough. And while the students and teachers fought the shadow beasts, we would need to figure out which fae had the cuff to control them. If we could destroy it, then we’d only need to fight the fae.

      And that was a battle we could win.

      “And people are hurt,” Cheryl says.

      I scan the room more carefully. In the back, a few students are injured and bleeding. Professor Ericson glares at me on the floor. His face is swollen, and blood spills from beneath one eye. Honestly, I’m kind of surprised to see him here. With how cruel he’s been to Esmeray, and his obvious hatred for dark fae, I would have expected him to be standing outside with the Ravens.

      We’d have to keep an eye on him.

      Beside him on the floor is Professor Windrawl. The poor guy looks pale and shaky. One of his puffy sleeves is coated in blood. And...is he missing an arm?

      I shudder. Those fucking Ravens are going to pay for hurting our people.

      “If we have any healers, see to the injured,” I say.

      Lucian’s gaze goes to the back of the room, and I’m pretty sure he’s thinking the same thing I am. Professor Ericson could easily be here as a spy. Listening in on our plans and prepared to spill our secrets to our enemies. We exchange a look, then focus back on the people who are waiting for us to tell them what the hell to do.

      “Does everyone have a weapon?” I ask.

      Professor Maneth, my massive fighting teacher, steps forward, grinning. “Anyone who doesn’t have a weapon, there’s some in the restricted area of the library. A lot of weapons are old, but they’re better than nothing.”

      I nod at her. “Will you take anyone who needs to get some?”

      She rolls her neck. “Sure thing, Lord Luther.”

      A handful of students follow her, while the others remain behind. There’s a strange tension among the remaining group, and finally Cheryl draws her shoulders back and takes a step closer to us.

      “All of those people in the corner are on the list. There’s twelve of them. Are you sure we can’t just send them out and hope to be left alone?”

      One of the women in the group steps forward, her brown eyes flashing with rage. “I’m no more a dark fae than you are, and you know it.”

      “Still--”

      “We’re not sending anyone out,” Bron says, and his words leave no room for argument.

      Then Lucian points out five or six people. “Come with me, we’re going to try to block the main door and give ourselves more time.”

      They obey him in an instant, and they climb the short set of stairs to the main floor. They instantly begin grabbing tables and chairs and hauling them toward the front door.

      “Who are my healers?” Bron asks.

      Three hands go up.

      He nods. “You’ll stay to the back of the fight and heal anyone you can. Do you understand?”

      Again, they nod.

      The pounding on the main door grows more intense.

      For a few minutes, those of us who are left behind pull out our weapons. We stretch. We prepare. Professor Maneth comes back with her small group of students, and they all hold weapons now. Most of us have the swords we have grown so accustomed to wearing on our backs that they’re like a second skin for us. Sword fighting has always been something that’s been drilled into us since we were children. It was the way to fight. Others have daggers, and a couple of huge people, including the professor, have axes.

      We look ready. But I know we can never really be ready to face the shadow beasts.

      “I’ll go get Esmeray and Malin,” Bron whispers.

      I nod, and he takes off.

      Lucian and the other students come back. He wipes sweat off his forehead, then says, “We piled everything we could find, but I don’t think it’ll buy us more than a few minutes.”

      “A few minutes is probably all we need,” I say, a plan already forming in my mind.
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      I had no idea that sex could be this good. My mate and I had fit so perfectly together that it was strange that we haven’t been doing this all our lives. I wanted to stay inside of her forever. I wanted to hold her in my arms and promise to always keep her safe.

      But those would just be words before this battle. Already I had seen that we were facing impossible odds. If I was going to make a promise to Esmeray, I vowed it was a promise I’d keep.

      Still, it hurts when Esmeray pulls away. It hurts when she begins to dress, and I follow her actions and get ready myself. This moment between us was special. She realized that, didn’t she?

      “I’m your mate,” I say as I tie the cloak around my neck.

      Her grey eyes lift and meet my own. “You’ve told me.”

      “And you feel it too.” It wasn’t a question. I know she feels something for me. I just don’t know what exactly.

      She releases a slow breath. “I’ve known Dwade, Lucian, and Bron all my life. I wasn’t ready to accept...them as mates, but it was hard to deny. They’ve always been special to me. With you, it’s so different. I feel like I saw into your soul back there, and so much of my own soul seemed to connect with you, but this isn’t something we can rush. It isn’t about you and I, it’s about all of us. We have to be able to see if this can work.”

      My chest aches. My mate isn’t sure of me yet. She probably hasn’t even forgiven me for what happened to her other men, not that I expect her to. I want her to tell me that no matter what happens, she cares for me, that she feels this connection between us. But like me, Esmeray is too honest when it comes to moments like these. Another woman might have said something else to spare my feelings, but not her.

      I turn away and move to the door, to start back down the tunnel.

      Her hand touches my arm, and the muscles underneath flex.

      “I like you, Malin.”

      I look back at her, and something softens inside of me. “I like you too.”

      Suddenly, we hear a sound close to us. I withdraw my sword from its sheath, and my jaw muscles clench. Moving to stand in front of Esmeray, I narrow my eyes and prepare to kill whatever the hell might have come to hurt my mate.

      Then I slowly slide the door open.

      I’m more than a little surprised to find Bron waiting on the other side of the door. His gaze moves from me to Esmeray over my shoulder, and then to the bed. His jealousy rages within him, and his jaw muscles clench before he manages to hide his emotions.

      Esmeray gently pushes me aside and steps out, kissing Bron. Their gazes hold.

      His expression gentles. “I think we’re ready.”

      We start back down the hall toward the trap door into the library. But suddenly Esmeray freezes, and her eyes widen. “Something’s wrong!”

      She passes the trap door and starts to head back the way we came. Bron and I race after her. We’re a few feet behind her when the earth begins to shake. Dirt falls from above our heads, and we cough as the dust chokes the air. I can barely see Esmeray in front of me, but I just keep running, needing her to be close to me.

      Just up ahead is the stone tunnels once more. If we can get there in time, we should be safe, but these tunnels go in various directions and the dirt had put out our torch. I might know the way to the exit, but Bron and Esmeray don’t, and I feel sick at the idea of either of them being buried alive.

      The roof gives out behind us. I hear the heavy earth crumple in and the ground seems to pitch. I push forward to safety, and I spring out into the tunnel made of stone. Here the air is still clouded by dust, but not nearly as bad.

      “Esmeray!” I shout into the darkness.

      “I’m here!” she shouts back, close to me. “Bron? Bron!”

      But he doesn’t answer.

      Behind us, I hear more of the tunnel collapsing. I feel Esmeray try to run past me, right into danger, and I yank her back against me in the darkness. She attacks, but I’m ready for it. No matter how hard she fights me, I won’t let her go.

      Bron is probably dead. But there is no reason for my mate to be too.
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      “What the hell just happened?” I look toward Bron, but he seems as confused as I am.

      An earthquake seemed to have shaken the entire library. Everyone had gathered closer together, staring around, waiting for something terrible to happen. Books fell from shelves, pictures fell off walls, and then the lights vanished.

      In the darkness, we hear the howl of the shadow beasts outside, and a shiver rolls down my spine. I’m about to suggest we go to the tunnels and find a torch when a couple of red emergency lights flicker on, one above us, and one at the top of the stairs on the main floor, highlighting the open area. I’m sure another one has flickered on above the big doors, but I can’t see if from here.

      “Esmeray and Bron!” Dwade suddenly says, terror in his voice.

      And then it hits me too. If that had been some kind of earthquake, they might not be safe in the tunnels. We race away from the group to a dark corner in the back. We can just barely make out the place we know the trap door is hidden this far from the red emergency lights.

      I kneel down and run my fingers along the ground until I find the crack, then I force my fingers into it until I discover the spring. I press it and pull the door back. Dust and dirt rise up, and Dwade and I both cough, trying to see into the darkness.

      At last the dust clears a bit...but we’re left staring at...just dirt. I reach forward and realize that the entire tunnel must have caved in. My stomach sinks, and I stretch my senses out. I can feel the fear of the fae in the room, but beyond that...nothing.

      Damn shadow beasts.

      Or perhaps Esmeray and Bron are far enough away in the tunnels to not be affected by the shadow beasts, but they’re blocking everyone out so our enemies can’t find them. That was actually the smartest thing they could’ve done. But I wish I can sense them, if only a little, to know they’re safe.

      “They’re okay,” Dwade says, his voice strangely hoarse.

      “But now they can’t get into the library.” I think at this point we’re both hoping they're alive and in good enough shape to have realized they can’t get into the library. “So...we’re going to have to do this alone. We’re going to have to change the plan.”

      Dwade leans closer to me and lowers his voice. “We don’t even really know what we’re doing. I don’t know how to use dark fae powers, do you? And we’re supposed to still be able to use these around the shadow beasts, right? But how? When they get close, it’s like there’s a blanket over our abilities.”

      Oh man, that isn’t good. Dwade is babbling. Dwade never babbles.

      “They’re okay.”

      His expression is hard to read with us barely illuminated from the red light, but I think he looks upset. “I know she is.”

      But he doesn’t sound like he knows it. “They’ll find another way inside. Until then, we change our plan. We can’t rely on their help, so we behave as if it’s all up to us. You and I go after the man who’s controlling the shadow beasts, fast, so the least amount of students get hurt.”

      The banging at the door starts once more, and this time it sounds like multiple beasts are slamming against it.

      I replace the trap door, and we stand.

      “Ready?” I ask.

      For the first time in all the time that I’ve known Dwade, he suddenly looks like his dad. All the nervousness, all the hesitation and worry, it all fades from his face. His jaw seems to lock and his gaze grows cold. This. This is a man capable of doing whatever he has to in order to survive.

      I’m glad. I never wanted Dwade to become his father. But right now, we need that side of himself.

      We head back into the room. Every gaze moves to us. And right then it hits me how strange this is. There are teachers. There are students older than we are. And yet, it is almost instinctual that the children of the families of the east will lead today. It’s good preparation for our futures.

      “Come on,” Dwade says. “I have an idea about how we can do this, but we might not have long to get into place.

      Everyone launches into action at once. Most of the students go to the main floor, while those less equipped for fighting linger back. We set up the groups that will draw the beasts’ attention, the groups that will engage in surprise attacks, and then Dwade and I hide by the door, ready to spring out when our path is clear.

      I release a slow breath. Part of the wood of the door splinters in. Growls roll through the room, and I hear the sound of a few of the students whimpering. Dwade looks at me. I look at him. I’m not sure both of us will make it out, but there really only needs to be one of us.

      We just have to get past the shadow beasts and the fae and find the one who is controlling them. I just hope he or she will be easy to find.

      The door shakes and shakes. More of the wood splinters in. I can see the light from outside, and the flicker of the bonfire. The beasts peer inside through the holes, and Dwade and I flatten ourselves against the wall.

      And then I hear laughter from outside and someone says, “Who’s ready for some bar-b-que?”

      I stiffen. Hell. That voice, that was the voice of Chase Caveden, son of one of the families of the west. If he is part of this, I have a feeling we have more enemies than I ever imagined. Many of whom would probably turn on us during this fight. What’s more, we have no way of knowing if, when all the families come, Kent’s family will suddenly turn on our families.

      We could be looking at an all-out civil war.

      Fuck. We’re in trouble.
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      I am fully ready and willing to beat the hell out of Malin if he holds me back from Bron for another second, when suddenly I hear coughing. Malin’s arms disappear from around me, and a moment later he has a torch burning, lighting the darkness. Through the dust of the tunnel, Bron stumbles out, coughing. He’s covered in dirt, so covered he can’t even open his eyes.

      I spring forward and begin to wipe the dirt from his face and eyes, but it’s not enough. Looking back at Malin, I tell him, “We need to wash him before we can fight.”

      The man studies me for a minute, then nods and starts to walk away, carrying the torch.

      I wrap an arm around Bron as he rubs at his eyes and blinks them open and closed, wincing. We walk for what feels like an eternity until Malin finally opens a passageway. We go inside and he leads us to where a small lake has gathered. The sound of water running from somewhere above us creates a strange kind of music, and we all take off our weapons and our shoes. Then, realizing that my body and clothes are nearly as bad as Bron’s, I decide the hell with it and just lead him in.

      He sinks down into the water and washes his face and hair, disappearing beneath the dark waters, before resurfacing. Malin wades into the water and begins to scrub himself, and I do the same.

      “Is it safe to drink?” Bron asks.

      Malin nods. “I’ve drank it all my life. It’s fresh.”

      So we all drink, and the water is soothing and perfect. But this isn’t a leisurely wash. The tunnel caved in. The others are trapped inside the library, our enemies outside their door, and they need our help. Being wet wasn’t exactly the way we wanted to fight, but it’s better than being choked by dust.

      When we climb back out of the underground lake, we squeeze out our clothes until they’re manageably wet and put our shoes back on, then our weapons.

      “Did you keep her from going after me?” Bron suddenly asks, and although his tone is casual, there’s something underneath his words that I don’t understand.

      Malin draws himself up taller. “I did. And I’d do it again.”

      Bron closes the distance between them, and I find myself stepping forward, ready to break up a fight. But then a half-smile lifts Bron’s lips. “Good. Keeping her safe is always the top priority.” Bron offers Malin his hand, and the other man hesitantly takes it. They do a strange kind of handshake, where Bron pulls him a little closer, and then they release each other and step away.

      I lift a brow. “Broing out?”

      Bron actually smirks. “Shut up.”

      But Malin just looks confused. “What just happened?”

      I can’t help it. I wink at him. “I think you might be starting to make friends.”

      His brows lift, and it’s cute and strange how surprised he looks. My gaze clings to him, and I watch as his surprise gives way to a small smile. It makes me want to pull him into my arms and hold him forever. But I’m not about to ruin their first friendly moment by ticking Bron off. He’ll have to eventually get used to Malin and I, but it doesn’t need to be now.

      Still, I feel my heart swell a little, and I can’t quite seem to pull my gaze from him. Malin isn’t so different from me. I spent so much of my life alone, and so did he. I was glad he might be able to enjoy life as much as I do with the guys as his friends.

      But only after we’ve dealt with the Ravens.

      Heading toward the door, they quickly follow behind me. Malin brings the torch, and we head back out into the main tunnel, closing off the lake-room behind us. Our peaceful moment is gone.

      “So our plan is gone from earlier…” Malin says.

      I nod, my thoughts spinning. “It’s okay. We don’t need a plan. We just need to kill some assholes.”
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      We emerge from the tunnels and slowly creep across the darkened lawn. In the distance, behind buildings and trees, the world is silhouetted by the flicker of red and orange flames. It’s surreal. The night has always been a safe place for me. A world full of shadows, but within the shadows I see the truth of life in a way I never could in the light. I heard the sounds of the night animals calling to one another. I felt the whisper of the wind in the stillness, as if it was an old friend I only spoke to when I wanted to share my deepest secrets.

      But now...tonight...for the first time in my life, the darkness feels sinister. It’s not just the smoke in the air or the fact that all the night creatures are silent. It’s that I feel death around me for the first time since Rayne died.

      My heart pounds.

      Ghosts drift around the graveyard, not daring to come closer. Their slight bluish glow in the distance brings a strange comfort and a strange sense of foreboding. There isn’t much the dead fear.

      But they are afraid tonight.

      I stretch my senses out and stiffen. The number of monsters in the shadows is staggering. I’ve never before felt so many in one place. It makes my gut churn. Two chupacabras crouch together by the fence, and I can almost feel the nervous fluttering of their bat-like wings. Ghouls hiss, no doubt salivating at the thought of human flesh.  Devil dogs, pure black creatures with red eyes, pace the edges of the woods, when normally they’d be running free. All things that aren’t…typical of them. They aren’t acting like monsters at all. They aren’t giving each other the same kind of space they typically do. They just seem to be…waiting.

      But for what?

      “Esmeray?” Bron whispers.

      I startle, then look back at Malin and Bron. They’re both watching me, and I realize that by pausing I’ve made them feel uncertain. Of all the times in my life when I shouldn’t give the impression of uncertainty, it’s now. These men need me to lead them, and even though I’ve never really been a leader, Rayne was. It doesn’t escape my notice that this path he was on would have led to him protecting all of us from the Ravens. And now that he’s gone, that responsibility fell on me.

      “I’m fine,” I finally manage, drawing my shoulders back. “Just...stay close...and be careful.”

      My monsters might never hurt me, but I have no idea if they would come after Malin and Bron. I just have a feeling that if I warn them about it, they will only feel more stressed. And the last thing they need is more stress.

      We move forward together, slinking through the shadows. My monsters shift back from us as we go, which should have made me feel better, but somehow doesn’t. Are we the ones marked for death? Is that why they don’t want to go near us?

      Ahead, we hear a loud boom like thunder. All of us jump a little. I glance back at them, frowning, and then keep going. So...something is making a lot of noise. I wonder what it could be?

      We keep moving forward until we make it to the edge of the main treeline. From here, we could look out at the courtyard and all the central buildings on campus, but part of me wished we couldn’t. The courtyard is exactly the way they’d described. The neatly trimmed lawn and scattering of trees, a place that’s normally pretty, in a strange kind of way, has completely changed with the addition of the twelve stakes and the bonfire that burns in the middle of the lawn.

      This place is like something out of a nightmare. The air almost vibrates with a sense of violence and anger. A dozen men stand in dark robes, identical to Malin’s, near the bonfire. They look like demons, cloaked in shadows, with the flames burning behind them.

      They could only be the Ravens.

      The sound like a crack of thunder comes again, and my gaze jerks to the library. Outside the doorstep the shadow beasts prowl, and just beyond them a dozen Ravens in robes wait and watch. I finally see where the sound comes from. It’s the shadow beasts slamming against the library door, and it looks like the damned thing is about to cave in.

      With Dwade and Lucian inside.

      I take a step forward and Malin hauls me back.

      Whirling toward him, I’m about to explode, when he cuts me off. “We need to do this the smart way. We can’t attack the shadow beasts; we need to focus on the men.”

      Damn it. He’s right. “If they hurt Dwade and Lucian, I’ll kill them.”

      “I know you will,” he says, and there’s an unexpected warmth to his words.

      He must like a dark side just as much as I do.

      I turn back and pull my sword from the sheath at my back. The thing feels heavy in my hand, but every fae knows how to handle a blade. Me probably not as well as most fae, given my lack of a “proper” education, but it’s really only my just in case plan. Now that I can embrace both sides, I hope that I can pick off the assholes the good old-fashioned way.

      “Try to stretch your powers out,” I tell them. “See if you can feel them...any of them, even their minds.”

      “Okay.” Bron says it, the word a rush of breath.

      I stare at the men in their robes, reaching for their minds. My teeth clench together. Everything but those men fades away. But no matter how hard I concentrate, I can’t feel them. I’m not sure if it’s because we’re too far away, or because of the shadow beasts, but something feels off.

      “We need to get closer,” I say.

      “If we get closer, they could see us,” Malin says. “It’ll be safer to stick to the shadows and wait for them to be distracted...like when the door goes down.”

      “But once they make it in, those things are going to start killing people.” Bron doesn’t need to say more for me to know where he’s going.

      “We can’t wait until the door goes down, by then it’ll be too late.”

      “And if they turn those things onto us and we never reach the person with the cuff?” Malin asks, clearly frustrated.

      I know they’re both waiting for me to make the choice, and I’m not sure if it’s because I’m cocky, or because I can’t bear the thought of those shadow beasts attacking my men, but I step forward, away from the trees. My men shadow my steps, and we all move as a small pack, closing the space between us and the Ravens who linger by the bonfire.

      Because if anyone was wearing the cuff, I had no doubt that it was one of them.

      We’re nearly there when one of them looks towards us. He takes a step closer to us, and the firelight flashes across his face as his hood comes back just enough. And instantly, I recognize him.

      “That’s got to be him,” I growl. “The one who hit me.”

      “Kent Pearson,” Bron states in practically a growl behind me. “His family won’t be happy about this.”

      He points a finger toward us.

      And we all start running.

      We hear the door to the library smash and the sounds of screams as we close in on the Ravens. Their blades are out in an instant, and our swords connect with their weapons. Instantly, my mind begins to search for them, for their weaknesses. I feel the shadow beasts’ veil around us, and it’s so much stronger than the one Malin had. I poke and pour myself into my powers, trying to get past the veil, as my sword connections with one blade, and then swings around to catch another before it can hit me.

      But no matter what I do, I can’t get to these men.

      There are more screams from the library. So many that they seem like a chorus of pain and fear. Every hair on my body stands on end. A blade clips my arm, and I hiss in pain and spring back. Two hooded men bear down on me. I catch a glimpse of Malin and Bron squaring off with the other men, and that sick feeling inside of me grows.

      In the library, Dwade and Lucian were facing down the shadow beasts and more of the Ravens.

      Here, we have to defeat these Ravens and try to destroy the cuff that releases the shadow beasts. We are all facing our demons, but if we can’t attack them through the veil, I don’t think we can survive this.

      A Raven smiles in front of me. And then, he charges.
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      The shadow beasts attack like lions. They dive at the students in front of them, and while these men and women are some of our best warriors, they don’t stand a chance. One drives a blade into the shoulder of a shadow beast, but the beast doesn’t even slow. He slashes his enormous hand across the fae’s face, and blood pours from his wounds as he falls back.

      I swallow down the sickness that always bubbles up inside of me when I see someone hurt, and my focus snaps back to the doorway where the Ravens are watching the fight with interest. Lucian is across from me, and I give him a subtle nod before we both leap out from the sides of the building and attack. I cut one man’s head clean off before the other Ravens realize what’s happening.

      While their precious shadow beasts were attacking the others, we were ready for our true enemies.

      The next Raven’s blade meets my own. I see the face beneath the hood of a minor lord from the west. A man I’ve had classes with over the years. But in his eyes, I see nothing of another human being. Only the face of an enemy. Our swords connect again and again, and I force him back, climbing the tables and chairs that we’d placed near the door to slow our enemies.

      Another Raven attacks from my side, but I manage to stop his blade inches from my throat.

      I grin at him, and panic unfolds on his face. We parry twice, and then I duck down and drive my blade into his belly. His eyes widen, blood pours from his mouth, and his sword drops a second before he himself tumbles over.

      But I don’t have time to sever his head and end his pathetic life, because the first Raven dives at me, thinking I’m too distracted to notice. I stop his sword with my own, then spin and slice behind his leg with my sword. He screams and before I can attack again, turns and begins to crawl away. I follow his flight with my gaze and spot Esmeray, Malin, and Bron attacking the Ravens near the bonfire.

      My heart lurches. They’re outnumbered, just as we are, but I sense movement at my side and just barely manage to leap out of the way of another attack. As I face down another Raven, screams rise up from the fae in the library. I want to protect my mate, but logic tells me I have to stay here.

      Something inside of me aches, and I try to reach out for the minds of the shadow beasts, but feel nothing. Suddenly, a Raven is in front of me. He holds a woman in front of him, his blade to her throat.

      “Drop your sword or I kill her.”

      Hank Grogan, a son of one of the leaders of the west, grins at me as he lets his blade lightly cut her throat. She cries out as blood leaks from the wound, and her eyes are wide and frantic. I hate that my emotions say to give him anything he wants to spare her life, but my experience tells me he’ll still kill her, and possibly me too if I drop my weapon.

      I send my senses out again and reach for his mind.

      That veil is there, just like it was with Malin, only it’s thicker. As I try to push through it, I grit my teeth, wanting more than anything to kill this man and save the woman he threatens. But as hard as I push, I can’t seem to.

      “Let her go,” I say, and my voice sounds so much like my father’s that it scares me.

      And by the way his face goes white, it scares Hank too.

      “You’re going to die today.” His voice is unsteady.

      “Maybe,” I say, “but you’re going to die too. The thing is, she doesn’t need to.”

      His sword hand begins to shake. “You don’t understand... Anyone who stands between us and destroying the dark fae has to die.”

      “Why?”

      He stiffens as if unprepared for the question. “Because dark fae are evil. How is it so hard to understand how a person who can kill with a thought is evil?”

      “And yet, I’ve never heard of a dark fae just murdering someone. Isn’t that strange? They can kill with a thought, but they don’t. You can kill with that sword, and you’re willing to. So who is the evil one?”

      Suddenly, he moves his sword and shoves the woman away. “Fine, let’s keep this between us, the way it’s supposed to be.”

      I climb slowly down the pile of furniture and leap down beside him so that we’re squaring off. The woman has collapsed in a pile behind him, looking scared as hell. Not that I blame her. Our people might train, because it’s tradition, but I don’t think any of us actually expected another war. Or to go to battle.

      He levels his blade at my stomach and a slight smile curves his lips. “They said I’d finally get to kill you, but I never thought it’d be this easy.”

      I raise my sword, and he does the same. Suddenly, his mouth opens wide in shock and his sword drops from his fingers to the ground. He looks behind him, and the woman who was on the floor only a moment before holds the hilt of a dagger...a dagger that’s currently buried in his back.

      My gut turns, but I leap forward, and with one swipe I remove his head from his shoulders. Blood flies, spraying me and the room. His body folds and falls.

      I nod to the woman behind him, and she removes the dagger from his back and turns to the fight.

      Kneeling down, I lift his sleeves, but there’s no cuff in sight. Damn it.

      “Check all the dead fae for a silver cuff,” I tell her. “Shout for me if you find one.”

      She nods and sets off to the other bodies.

      I turn to find that Lucian is fighting two of the Ravens. A third has joined in the fight with the fae. My heart stutters to a stop. There are so many bodies thrown around the room. Too many bodies. The shadow beasts are fighting the ten remaining warriors, but once they get through them, and they will get through them, they’ll be able to go down the stairs to where the more vulnerable students, teachers, and the injured hide.

      We can’t let that happen.

      But I also can’t leave Lucian to die.

      The two Ravens are moving to flank him on both sides. He tries to keep shifting to keep them in sight, but I can tell that he’s tiring, and that they need only wait for the right opportunity.

      I cross the space, stepping through pools of blood, and come up behind one of the Ravens. Soundlessly, I take my sword and tear open his throat. He makes a terrible gurgling sound and falls to his knees. I grab his arm and lift one sleeve, then the other.

      No cuff.

      I lift my sword, ready to severe his head from his body, when the man looks back at me. My stomach twists. Gregory’s family owns lands near us. I’d played with this man as a child. We saw each other at all events, and I would’ve expected complete devotion from him.

      And now I know I’m not my father, because I lower my blade, then kick him onto his side. His wound might leave permanent damage. He might be useless for the remainder of this battle. But he should live.

      I move to stand next to Lucian, and we stare down at the remaining Raven. To my surprise, it’s another familiar face. A teacher I had several years ago. He was young to be a teacher, but I’d always liked him.

      “Professor Hughs?”

      He looks between me and Lucian, uncertainty on his face.

      “You’re a Raven? You joined a cause to burn your students alive?”

      “Only the dark fae,” he says, but there’s doubt in his eyes.

      “Not all the dead are dark fae,” I tell him softly.

      He looks toward the area filled with the warriors and the shadows beasts. Blood coats everything, and the torn bodies are impossible to miss.

      “That’s not how things were supposed to go…”

      “But that’s what’s happened. Is this really a group you want to be part of? Right now, no one else knows you were involved. You could walk away--”

      “It’s too late for that,” he says, tightening his grip on his sword.

      Lucian releases a slow breath beside me. “I got this. Help the others.”

      “Check for the cuff,” I say.

      It’s either this man or the one fighting with the shadow beasts. We needed to figure out which one, before it’s too late.

      I rush toward the shadow beasts and the final Raven. The man turns at my approach and gives a huge grin, blood splattered across his face. I recognize him as the grandparent of one of the lords of the west, and it turns my stomach that this man could inflict this kind of damage on young fae and not care.

      I’m also worried. Fae stay youthful for a long time. This man looks barely my parent’s age, and yet he has a lot more experience fighting than I do. I’m honestly not sure I can take him as he holds two blades out in front of him.

      “Come on, Luther. Come get me.”

      I step forward, and something comes crashing into me. I just barely get my sword out in time to stop the claws that come at my face. The shadow beast above me roars and tries to strike me again, and this time I cut his wrist with my sword. A red swirling glow comes to his eyes, and I barely have time to think, oh shit, before my sword is knocked from my hand.

      His massive hands close around my throat, and my head is shoved to the side. Lucian is fighting the remaining Raven. All of our warrior fae have fallen, and the shadow beasts are racing down the stairs. There’s a chorus of fear and pain, and I know that we’ve lost.

      We’re all going to die.

      The Ravens will win.

      And the dark fae will burn.
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      There’s too many of them. Bron and Malin are incredible swordsmen, but we’re outnumbered four-to-one. We’re all bleeding. We’re all hurt, and what’s worse, I think we’re all trying to reach for our dark powers to see if we can kill these men with a thought. It distracts us from what we’re doing, and any distraction could be deadly.

      And yet, we keep trying, because we aren’t going to survive without those powers.

      A sword cuts my hip, and I hiss in pain and leap back. But unfortunately for me, that’s just what my opponent wanted. Behind me, a sword is suddenly at my throat.

      Kent’s voice hisses in my ear, “Get ready to die, dark fae.” Then, more loudly, he says, “Drop your swords, or I kill her.”

      Malin and Bron look toward me. Their faces fall in an instant. Their opponents glance between me and the two men, and even without my senses, I feel it. My men are going to do whatever they have to in order to save me, even if it kills us all.

      “No,” I tell them. “They’re going to kill me no matter what. Keep fighting.”

      Malin shakes his head and starts to lower his sword.

      Bron gets a strange look of resignation and does the same.

      “Fuck!” I yell. “Don’t you dare stop fighting. Do you understand me?”

      But I can see it in their eyes: they can never do something that will end in my death, no matter how logical it is that they listen to me. Because they love me. Because I’m their mate.

      So I do the only thing I can think of. I reach up and curl my hands around the blade. Blood pours from my wounds as the sharp steel cuts into my palms, and then I begin to force the blade into my throat. The sharp metal instantly pierces my skin, and hot blood rains down.

      “Esmeray!” Bron screams.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, and take a deep breath.

      Suddenly, the man behind me is ripped away, and the sword is only held in my hands. I drop it, letting it fall to the grass, and turn around. The creature on top of Kent is a massive, hairy beast. Normally, this being is kind and gentle. It’s a creature that often shows itself to lost travelers. If the travelers follow it, they are led further and further away from safety until they often die.

      But now, its big, hairy hands curl around his throat, squeezing while Kent’s eyes widen.

      Around me, more monsters attack. Two of the Ravens are pinned on the ground by two chupacabras. The monsters’ bat-ling wings flap behind them as they feed on the throats of the men as they scream. Devil dogs chase more Ravens in a pack. They lead them around the lawn, and I know soon they’ll stop playing with them and feed on their flesh. A ghoul sits on the chest of one of the Ravens as he lies on the ground. One of its claws pierces the man’s chest as tears run down the Raven’s face, and the creature swipes out its claws at random, coating the tips in blood, and lazily licking them off.

      Bron and Malin are at my side in an instant.

      “Are you okay?” Bron asks.

      “Yeah.” I wince as my throat aches. “But we have to find the cuff.”

      Malin’s gaze holds mine for a brief moment. “Anything for you.”

      And then they’re racing around the monsters. I kneel down next to the one being strangled by my hairy monster. But neither of his arms have the cuff on it. We move through the men, some still being fed on by monsters, others being tortured.

      But when we’re done, the cuff is nowhere to be found.

      “Where the hell can it be?”

      Malin suddenly stiffens. “Hell, why didn’t I think of this before?”

      “What?” My heart races.

      “I thought my master wouldn’t dare put the cuff on his other hand, but he must have. He has to be close to control the shadow beasts, but he’s not among these men.”

      “Your master?”

      He nods. “I think you know him as...Professor Windrawl.”

      “Professor Windrawl?” Shock radiates through my body. The shy, disorganized professor is his master? He’s the one who sent the shadow beasts to burn me alive? He’s behind all of this?

      “He must be inside the library,” Bron says, and we turn to the building

      Outside the library, shadow beasts emerge, dragging fae. The fae scream and fight them, but the beasts hardly seem to notice. The first one reaches a stake and begins to tie the man up.

      A chill rolls down my spine.

      “Do we save them or try to reach the professor?” Bron asks.

      I can’t let them burn, no matter how dumb it might be. “You stop them. I’ll find the professor.”

      Bron suddenly kisses me, his hazel eyes locked onto mine. “Be careful.”

      “I promise,” I say.

      Malin gives me one last lingering look, and then my men jog off toward the first fae being tied to a stake. I look toward the library and square my shoulders. I’m hurting, my powers still don’t seem to be able to pierce the veil, but I will kill the professor and take his cuff. Then, all of this will finally end.

      I just need to find the professor.
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      The shadow beasts are picking through the remaining students, taking off with those who are on the list of suspect dark fae. I try to fight against them, but while I square off with one, another one takes a screaming fae away. Behind me, the older professors and the injured students cower against the wall. I’m pretty sure they’ve decided just to let the fae get taken, as long as they’re left alone.

      Dwade squares off with the final Raven near the top of the stairs. But this Raven, he knows damn well how to fight. I can’t give them a lot of my focus, given the shadow beasts that prowl around me, but I’m not sure Dwade can take him.

      “Just get his arm!” I shout.

      A young fae woman is snatched by a shadow beast behind me. I try to reach her, and she’s screaming and reaching for me, but two more shadow beasts step between me and the one that carries her, and I know I don’t have a chance of saving her.

      Professor Windrawl speaks from behind me. “We should shift to the back corner. It’ll be easier to protect us there.”

      He’s right. But how the hell can we do that with the shadow beasts all around us?

      “I can take the ones not on the list,” he offers. “You stay with the ones they’re after.”

      “Okay,” I say, “but be careful. We don’t know what they’ll do if you start moving.”

      The shadow beasts stare at me from the darkness, and the red flickering light overhead makes them seem even more sinister.

      Professor Windrawl ushers the group of perhaps two dozen students around the set of books, heading toward the corner with the trap door. Behind me, seven fae remain. And I’m pretty damn sure they’re the only ones on the list.

      “Don’t let them take us,” a woman pleads.

      “I won’t,” I say, but I don’t know if I can stop them.

      Suddenly, there’s a commotion. Lucian rolls down the stairs. My stomach lurches, and I watch as he climbs to his feet. In one hand is an arm.

      “It isn’t him.”

      Fuck. We’ve killed all the Ravens and not found the person who commands them. Now what? What can we do?

      “We need to use our powers.”

      Lucian tosses the arm and then stands at my side. There’s the sound of howls and growls at the top of the stairs, and now three shadow beasts gather in front of us.

      I reach for their minds and only find the veil that hides them. I keep pressing, keep pouring myself into them. My thoughts spin to Esmeray, and I’m shocked when I feel the pull of her. Not her mind exactly, but I sense her out in the courtyard. In pain. Angry and afraid.

      “Esmeray needs us,” I whisper.

      After a second, Dwade says, “I feel her too.”

      “Follow the bond to her,” I tell him, even while I do the same.

      I feel the glowing line connecting her to us, and it takes my breath away. It’s exactly the way the mate-bond was described, and it’s beautiful. As I follow the line, the glow from it seems to spread out until I begin to sense more and more. The fallen fae, many of whom are gravely injured but can recover. Even the lifeless bodies of the fae who were gone forever.

      And then, the stench of darkness that hovers around the fallen Ravens.

      Suddenly, I can feel the shadow beasts, and the realization is staggering. These creatures are more intelligent than I ever imagined. Around them I feel the curling wisps of black that bind them. That force them to obey a master they hate, and my chest aches. The beasts don’t want to do this. They don’t want to hurt us.

      But still, if I can stop them, I need to.

      One of them steps forward. His lips pull back from sharp teeth. A growl vibrates from his throat.

      I reach out tentatively and grasp his throat. He inhales sharply, then starts to gag and reach for his throat. He falls to his side, eyes wide.

      “Lucian?” I hear Bron ask in confusion.

      “Follow our connection to Esmeray. Feel it, and then the senses will expand and we can get beyond the veil. It isn’t just about embracing both powers, it’s about embracing her.”

      Another shadow beast leaps forward, and I attack his legs with my powers. Before he can even reach me, he crumbles to the ground. Several times he tries to move forward, but can’t.

      “We’ve got this,” I whisper. We’re going to win this battle.

      I catch a movement out of the corner of my eye. I leap back, but a dagger still embeds my shoulder. Pain explodes through my entire shoulder, down my arm and chest. I instantly know something is wrong as I yank it out.

      My fingers burn, and I drop the dagger on the ground. But even in the blood-red glow of the emergency lights, I can see that the blade has veins of black in it. Iron combined with poison.

      The room spins, and I crumble to my knees.

      Dwade stands above me, sword extended. “I still can’t feel their minds. Are you okay? What happened?”

      “Poisoned dagger,” I manage.

      “Poisoned? By who?”

      I don’t know. I can’t even move. I can feel the poison slowly making its way through my body. If it was a chest wound, like Rayne’s, I’d have no time at all to live. But in the shoulder, my life is limited to hours.

      If, of course, the shadow beasts don’t kill us first.

      “Find them. Find your connection to Esmeray.” My words sound strange, and my lips feel numb.

      “I--I can’t,” Dwade whispers.

      Growls rise up from the beasts, and the two I’d injured stand. A wicked smile touches their lips, and they advance toward us. The fae behind us begin to scream, but there’s nothing I can do. Dwade could slow them down, but our end is coming.

      The poison will kill me, or the shadow beasts will. But that isn’t the worst part. I would probably see Dwade die. I would probably feel Bron and Esmeray’s die. And that’s only if one of the beasts don’t finish me off first.

      That’s all I can hope for now. That I don’t live long enough to feel the people I love die.
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      I move slowly through the room, climbing over the chairs and tables. A shadow beast races past me, carrying a screaming woman, but as much as I want to help her, the only way I can save all of them is by finding Professor Windrawl and ending his life.

      The library is like a horror movie. The red flickering emergency lights illuminate the space well enough to see the shadowy book cases, knocked over, books scattered on the floor, and bodies lying in every direction. My boots step into one puddle after another of blood, but I keep moving forward, in search of Dwade and Lucian. Hoping to be able to recruit them to help me find the professor.

      As I come to the center of the room, I see stairs leading up to the next level of the library in front of me, and to my side, stairs leading down. Knowing that they had probably stayed by the tunnels, I creep toward the stairs leading down. But when I reach the top, my heart lurches.

      Half a dozen fae cower behind Dwade. He holds his blade out, squaring off with three shadow beasts. Lucian is kneeling at his side. His arms hanging down. His blade is untouched in front of him.

      There’s something wrong. Something terribly wrong.

      I start down the steps, and gazes flick in my direction.

      A woman screams, “She’s the dark fae, not us! Take her!”

      The growl that answers her words comes from deep within. It seems to vibrate in the air, a warning of what’s to come.

      “Lucian was able to get through their veil,” Dwade shouts toward me. “He said to follow the connection between us and let it spread out.”

      “Then he should kill them all!” I shout.

      “He’s...he’s been poisoned.”

      Poisoned...like Rayne? The ground shifts beneath me. There are so few things that can heal a person after they’re poisoned, and each second that ticks by without a healer brings him closer to death. My hands feel sweaty on my sword, and I stretch my senses out, needing to know if Lucian is okay, or if he’s in pain.

      I’m shocked when I feel him, and even more shocked by the pain that radiates through his body. Being poisoned isn’t just a way to end our lives, it’s a slow and painful way to do it.

      I hate whoever is responsible for this, but as much as I want it to be the shadow beasts, I know it isn’t them. The professor was here, somewhere, and I’m going to find him and end his miserable life.

      Continuing down the stairs, I don’t reach the bottom before the shadow beasts attack. Dwade has no fucking chance. They’re everywhere. His blade is knocked away, but he has a dagger clenched in his grip another second later. I know I need to find the professor, but I can’t just abandon him, so I race toward him and manage to slice the back of one of the beasts. He turns and roars, and suddenly I sense Lucian’s desperate desire to help me.

      My senses stretch out as I square off with the beast, but then I start to feel more. First, I sense Bron and Malin outside, and there’s no doubt now that they belong to me. The golden thread that ties us all together burns brighter than a thousand suns and holds within it power unlike anything I ever imagined existed. When I touch it with my mind, the entire school seems to come alive. I can feel every mind. Every Raven who still lives. Every fae that continues to breathe. Even my monsters.

      And the wild minds of the shadow beasts.

      I grin and strike out, not killing, but to wound, and every one of them hits the ground. My grin widens as the shadow beasts try to stand up. I strike again, and again, and they make sounds of pain. I attack their legs, and their arms, and their minds. Not death blows. But I’m not gentle either.

      When Malin and Bron are suddenly shouting at me from the top of the stairs, I scream, “Get Lucian to safety, he’s been poisoned. And guide the other fae out!”

      Dwade tosses Lucian over his shoulder, and the students are suddenly rushing at Bron. They all leave together, but Bron shouts, “Stay with her,” to Malin.

      Malin leaps down from the stairs and comes to stand at my side, facing the creatures.

      “Don’t kill them,” he says. “This isn’t their fault.”

      “I know,” I say.

      These aren’t our enemies. We need to find Professor Windrawl. Only, I hadn’t sensed him before. Is he cloaked by something else? Is he far from here, just close enough to command these beasts?

      Suddenly, Malin makes a choking sound.

      I turn toward him and see a blade sticking out of his chest from behind. Even this close, I can feel the iron of the sword and the poison that flows through it. Behind him, Professor Windrawl tugs the sword up into Malin’s body, and blood pours from the wound, soaking the floor beneath him.

      Stepping forward, Professor Windrawl moves away from Malin, and rage flows through me.

      “Protect me!” he screams at the beasts.

      I feel them try to move, and I strike their legs.

      The professor’s crazed smile falters, and he screams again, “Protect me.”

      I strike their minds, and feel them lose consciousness.

      This time, I smile, even though I can feel tears racing down my cheeks. I lift my sword and cut off the professor’s remaining arm. He screams, and the limb drops. Sure enough, the cuff is there, and blood runs down his limb. I crouch down and tug the cuff off, then set it on the ground. My blade strikes it over and over again, until it splits in half.

      Then I can sense the professor. I reach out with my mind as his eyes widen in shock. I almost kill him, but don’t. Instead, I kick him in the chest, and he flies back and strikes a bookshelf. He begins to babble about the dark fae, about his arm, about the shadow beasts.

      Suddenly, the beasts stand, and I watch them, ready to attack. But instead one walks around me, picks up the professor as he wails and begs me to kill him, and then heads for the exit. I want to end his life for what he did to my brother and my father. I want to end his life for every moment of pain he caused. But that feels…too easy.

      “You’ll make his death slow and painful?” I ask.

      The shadow beast that carries him looks back at me. “We are experts in such things, and this man deserves much pain for enslaving our kind.”

      “Okay,” I say, because I don’t know what else to say. I then turn to where Malin kneels, the blade still in his chest.

      My sword clatters to the ground, and I rush to him. I yank the sword out of his chest and he screams, but I know that the faster we can remove it, the more time he’ll have. I lay him down and hold his head in my lap. Images flash in my mind of when Rayne died, and I tug up his shirt to find black steaks spreading from the massive wound.

      A minute later, I sense movement and look up through my tears. Bron, Lucian, and Dwade are at the top of the stairs. Lucian is held between them, and he looks pale, but fierce.

      “Bron healed the poison,” Lucian says. “It still hurts, but I’m going to make it.”

      I look down at Malin. His eyes are glazed. “He was struck in the chest by a poisoned sword.”

      “Fuck,” Bron mutters.

      They climb down the stairs, and I reach my hands out and set them on his chest. The idea that I could lose Malin after only just meeting him feels like my heart is being ripped from my chest. I have to save him, no matter what. I will not let another person I love die.

      I reach for that unfamiliar ability, the one that lets me heal. Tears rain down my face, and it’s hard to draw in a breath, but I focus on healing him. I focus on fighting the poison in his body.

      I feel the strange warmth that comes with the magic, but no matter how much I press it into Malin, the poison doesn’t retract. It spreads.

      “It’s not working,” I sob, images of Rayne dying flashing in my mind.

      Malin coughs, more blood coating his lips. “It’s okay. I deserve this.”

      “You don’t,” I manage between sobs. “You’re good... You’re a good person.”

      And then my men kneel down next to him and their hands cover mine.

      “Let’s all focus on our connection to him,” Lucian says. “There’s still a chance.”

      But I think we all know there’s not.

      Still, I close my eyes and will there to be a way to save him. I’m not perfect. I’m not a light fae. So much inside of me is dark. But when I’m with my men, I’m a better person. I can’t lose one of them, any of them.

      Without them… I can never be whole.

      To my surprise, the connection between all of us is still so strong, but it’s dimming. No longer the rays of the sun, but the rays of the moon. And there’s something sad and terrible about watching it fade. About feeling Malin leaving us.

      I switch my focus from removing the poison to strengthening him. But even so, his body seems to grow weaker with each moment that passes.

      I’m crying harder, and I don’t even care. There’s nothing we can do. After everything, after finally finding people in this world that I can trust, who can love me for me, I’m going to lose Malin. And losing him would be like losing part of my soul.

      This isn’t something I can ever recover from.

      “Lucian!”

      My eyes flash open, and I look toward the top of the stairs. The Ash family, wearing dark green and gold, the colors of their people, are at the top of the stairs. The heads of the household standing in front.

      “Where is Daniel?”

      “Here,” I sob the word. “He was struck with an iron sword coated in poison.”

      The Ash family descends the stairs, but to our shock, they kneel down around us. Hands press into our shoulders as their heads bow, and I feel magic flowing through us.

      “Save our son,” Jules Ash says, tears streaking down her face. “Use our power to fuel your own.”

      And I close my eyes. At first I can only feel my connection to the men, but then his mom says, “Open yourself to us. Trust us, or he’ll die.”

      I’ve never known how to trust. If I do in this moment, they’ll all know my inner feelings, they’ll all know without a doubt that I’m a dark fae. And yet, for the first time in my life, I don’t just want to open up to others, I need to, or I’ll lose this man I love.

      So, I do. I drop my walls, and I feel every muscle in the room stiffen. My pain and fear and loneliness flows out of me as Malin’s breaths grow more shallow. I focus on Malin. On this man who is as much a part of me as Dwade, Bron, and Lucian. This man who is fated to always be with us.

      I sense him then, and I press strength into him. It’s like a force of nature. It flows into him and ever so slowly the golden light begins to push back the poison. The dark streaks fade inch by inch, and his wound begins to knit closed. I keep focused as his breathing grows stronger, and it’s strange, in that moment, it’s as if his mates have given everything to heal him. But it’s also as if his entire household is ready and willing to give up their lives so that he can live.

      The loneliness inside of him that echoes through my very soul begins to fade, and then he takes a sharp breath in, and the glow fades to nothing. My eyes open, and Malin looks up at me. He touches my cheek and I lean down. We kiss, my salty tears and the coppery taste of his blood on my lips.

      When I draw back, he whispers, “My mate.”

      And I say, “Yes.” Because that’s what I am. His mate.

      We stay that way for a long time before Malin tears his gaze to Bron, Dwade, and Lucian, who continue to rest their hands on top of mine. And I can see it in his face. He knows he’s a part of this now. Just as much a part of it as all of us.

      “He’s going to live,” I hear Jules Ash say, and her voice is filled with tears.

      Then her hand drops from my shoulder, and she begins to weep. Her husband pulls her into his arms, and holds her close, and the rest of the Ash family bows their heads. Malin struggles to sit up, then looks at his parents.

      “Are you--?”

      His father nods. “We’re your parents. We’re glad to have you back...son.”

      Malin just stares, his expression one of disbelief.

      His mother pulls back, and her grey eyes land on him. We move back, and suddenly her arms are around him. And her husband holds them both.

      I stand and go back up the stairs and outside. My monsters have disappeared back into the shadows, but I can still feel them, waiting and watching.

      “Thank you,” I say, my words loud, even as a wind moves through the courtyard.

      A crowd is walking down the path, and as they draw closer, lit by the flames from the bonfire, I see that my mother leads them. Behind her are hundreds of fae. Many from our house, but I see all the houses have come. Dwade’s fathers and brothers look fierce. Lucian’s family looks determined. And Bron’s mother is flanked by a massive man who I recognize as his step-father.

      I act without thinking, lifting a hand to the man. His eyes widen, and he gasps and claws at his throat, collapsing onto his knees. There are gasps from the crowd, and I speak, knowing my voice will carry over them all. “You tortured Bron Drake. You made his life a living hell. You are no longer welcome on our lands.”

      “Our lands?” his mother asks, her voice high and shocked.

      My gaze holds hers. “Bron, Lucian, Dwade, and Daniel Ash are my mates. We will be ruling the families of the east, and we’ll no longer allow evil of any kind.” I pause, letting my gaze slide over all of them. “Any who supported the Ravens will be banished, along with anyone involved in the kidnapping and torture of Daniel Ash.” I look back at Bron’s mom. “You are no mother. A mother wouldn’t allow her son to be torture, hunted, thrown from windows, and made to bleed and cry. You can walk away now, or I can make you walk away, but you are no longer fit to run the Drake house.”

      She begins to cry. “I needed a man--”

      “Your son needed a mother. You’ll find no sympathy here, so make your choice before I end both of your miserable lives.”

      Her eyes are filled with tears, but she draws herself up taller. “I’ll go into exile with my husband.”

      “Faithful to that devil to the end, huh?” I say, and then I snap his neck.

      “Go ahead and take his body with you. We don’t need it here.”

      Her eyes are wide as she looks down at him, but then she simply turns and walks away.

      Which is probably the only right thing she’s done since her first husband died.

      I look at the others. “We found ancient texts hidden by a secret society called the Ravens. A society dedicated to wiping out the dark fae. Through the texts, we have seen that the difference between light and dark fae are not so great, and that the light fae have survived so long, through many supernatural battles, because of the kindness of the dark fae. These texts will be made available to all. And what’s more, dark fae will no longer be treated like second-class citizens. Their lands will not be stolen, nor their titles taken. And they’ll have a place at the Royal Fae Academy. Any who disagree, speak now.”

      Behind me, Bron says, “Keep in mind that the new rulers of the houses will be marrying a dark fae.”

      I look behind me. Lucian is leaning against Bron. Dwade has an arm wrapped around Malin’s waist, and the man rests an arm behind his neck. We look beat up as hell, but we also look fierce.

      And the Ash family stands behind them all.

      “We support this decision,” Bernard Ash says. “And when our son is ready to lead our people, we will gracefully step down.”

      My mom is the next to answer. “My husband died protecting many of your people. He would want this. I stand with my daughter.”

      I nod at her, surprised.

      Lucian’s father smiles. “The Silver family stands with you.”

      At last, Dwade’s massive father nods. “And the Luther family.”

      I have the sudden urge to laugh, but I push it down. There will be time to celebrate this later. “A lot of fae are hurt. Anyone who has the ability to heal needs to use it. And we need help rounding up all the students and letting them know they’re safe.”

      Never in a million years would I have thought that the people who barely recognized me as a person, or as a Bloodmore, would listen to me now, but they do. Everybody launches into action, and my men come to stand at my side.

      “Everything’s going to be alright now,” Lucian says.

      I nod, but my stomach twists. “But we also need to send a group to find Ann. The shadow beasts took her.”

      I feel Bron tense beside me. “Or at least what’s left of her.”

      But I don’t want to think about that. Too many miracles have happened this day. I’m certain the universe has one more in store.
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      We sit by the bonfire together, Dwade, Lucian, and I, staring into the flames. The families are caring for the students and staff. Many, many fae have been hurt...seriously hurt, but the number of deaths so far is low.

      But it’s still too much for a race of beings that have difficulty reproducing.

      This day will be remembered throughout history, and I hope it will serve as a reminder of when we chose to focus on what made us different instead of what made us the same. Life has value, and every life should be treated as precious. I hope that never again will the fae forget that.

      And I hope that this event will shine a light on the way dark fae have been treated for too long.

      “So.” Lucian sounds tired. “Do we call him Malin or Daniel?”

      I startle and look away from the dancing flames. “I’m thinking we let him tell us what he wants to be called.” I hesitate, then continue. “He’s been through a lot. We’ll need to be patient with him.”

      Bron suddenly links hands with my own, and I glance down at our entwined fingers. “Maybe you could just go around killing everyone who hurts him?”

      “Didn’t we already do that?” I ask with a grin.

      His gaze meets mine. “How is that you’re always the one to kill the monsters that hurt us?”

      “Because I’m a dark fae, and you’re light. I don’t know any better way to help you than to kill any and everything that causes you pain.”

      Bron grins, even though he looks worn. “Well, we’ll have to work on that. I think there’s been enough death. But as far as my step-dad is concerned, I feel strangely relieved.”

      “Good,” I tell him. “Because monsters aren’t supposed to be cruel. They’re not exactly innocent, but they aren’t like your step-dad.”

      My senses stretch out to my monsters. Many have gone back to their own lands, but a few have stayed to watch me. They seem to be content. And it’s strange how much I appreciate them. They might have enjoyed the bloodlust and death that came with helping us take down the Ravens, but I would never forget that they left their shadows behind to save me.

      Lucian suddenly laughs. “I still remember Esmeray holding up those demon heads for me outside my window.”

      I smile at him and reach out and take his hand. He squeezes it, and our eyes lock. For some reason, I can feel the love flowing between us. Before, my reaction would’ve been to close myself up, but now I don’t. I just...let him sense me.

      “I know we’re different,” I say, drawing my hand back. “But will my darkness be too much for you?”

      Dwade surprises me by speaking. “I’m more afraid my darkness will be too much for you.”

      I stretch my senses out and can’t believe the uncertainty I feel inside of him. “What are you talking about?”

      He rubs his face, looking exhausted. “It seems that soon we’ll be ruling our families. When I take over, I’m going to have to take over everything my father runs. I’ll have to collect on his debts. I’ll have to scare people...and kill.”

      “No, you won’t,” I tell him, and his dark eyes meet mine. “Once we’re all married, it’s our job to take over for our parents. And I hate to tell you this, but I’m going to need breaks from all the sunshine and sex. I think taking over that side of your responsibilities might be just what I need.”

      He lifts a brow. “Are you sure?”

      I grin. “Yeah. I’ve realized that none of us has to be something we’re not. So if I slip out in the night with my monsters and ghosts and collect on your father’s debts, it’ll be just what I need. At least…when I want to. Your brother is welcome to help whenever he’d like.”

      He actually smiles. “We really are two halves of a whole.”

      “Of course we are.” I lean over and kiss him.

      We sit in silence again for a minute before Lucian says, “I still don’t understand why Professor Windrawl did all of this. It doesn’t make sense to me.”

      I can’t help but agree with him. As I think back to his dark, puffy sleeves, I wonder how long he hid the cuffs beneath them. But other than that, there wasn’t much that would have given me a reason to think he was such an evil person.

      “You’re really that surprised?” Dwade asks, lifting a brow. “Didn’t you hear the story about his son?”

      Lucian and I both shake our heads.

      “His son, in a drunken stupor, tried to force himself on a dark fae woman years ago. She simply… ended his life. The people at the party spoke up in her defense. His son wasn’t exactly known as a nice guy, but Professor Windrawl never believed that his son had done anything wrong. The fae woman disappeared after that. A lot of people thought he killed her, but most people suspected she hid to protect herself.”

      I’m stunned. “He always seemed so… nice, and I don’t think that about a lot of people.”

      Dwade shrugs. “I guess when you’re plotting the destruction of a group of people, you don’t want to go around making it obvious.”

      He was right, but I still hated that I’d been fooled so easily. Had I known the story about the professor, I would’ve added him to my list of suspects earlier, and then maybe none of this would have happened.

      But then again, everything seemed to have worked out for the best in the end. I’d hate ifhim fate had taken a different road, one that might not have ended in us all being alive.

      Someone clears his throat behind us. We look back to see Malin.

      I can’t help myself. I spring to my feet and run to him, wrapping him in my arms. He hugs me hesitantly, then more firmly, drawing me against him.

      “You’re really okay?” I whisper into his ear.

      “I’m better than okay,” he tells me. “My family...they’re just the way I imagined them. I tried to forget my life before my master took me, but I never did. The idea that I can have them now...and maybe all of you too is...amazing.”

      I draw back from him and lift a brow. “What do you mean maybe us too? You know you have us too.”

      “Do I?” He seems so uncertain.

      I kiss him hard, so hard that by the time I draw back we’re both panting.

      He runs his thumb along my cheek. “My dark queen…”

      “That’s what my monsters call me,” I say.

      He chuckles, and I swear my heart swells.

      Suddenly, off in the distance, I feel a ghost watching me. A chill runs up my spine, and I break away from Malin and start walking toward the shadows of the woods. Is the ghost Ann? Did those beasts kill her?

      “Esmeray?”

      “I’m fine,” I call back to Bron. “I just need to talk to someone.”

      The ghost slinks back into the shadows, and I pick up my speed. Something made me need to speak to the ghost. I need to know who he or she was. I need to know why they are watching me.

      When the light of the bonfire is left far behind, I’m cloaked in the shadows of the woods. A small part of me wonders if this is a trap, if the Ravens or the shadow beasts are trying to lure me to my death, but I can’t seem to stop.

      I see the back of the ghost.

      “Stop!” I shout.

      The glowing figure stops.

      “Who are you?” I say.

      Slowly, the figure turns around.

      I stop dead in my tracks and my hands go to my lips. “Rayne?”

      And there he is, my brother. Or at least the ghost of my brother.

      “I’m so sorry,” he says, and his voice holds an unearthly quality. “I didn’t want you to see me.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “You can’t be a ghost. You weren’t at your funeral. You weren’t haunting our lands. You found peace in the afterlife.”

      He looks sad.

      “Rayne, there’s nothing tying you to this world anymore.”

      “There is,” he says softly.

      I move closer to him and reach up to touch his face. My hands pass right through him, but goosebumps erupt from my chilled skin. Tears blur my vision, and my heart clenches. It’s like a dream come true to see my brother again, but it’s also a nightmare to know that he hasn’t been able to pass on.

      “For a while, I didn’t know who I was or what I was, but I couldn’t seem to shake the feeling that I wasn’t...done. And then tonight I was suddenly back here, as a ghost, and I knew what happened. Ann...she called to me. She needed me.”

      I cry harder. “I’m so sorry, Rayne. Ann was taken by shadow beasts. I couldn’t save her. But I’m going to find her.”

      Something flickers in his eyes. That stubbornness people often said I had too. “I’m going to find her and help her.”

      I shake my head. “You’re a ghost now. You can’t help her. You need to pass on and find peace. I’ll look for her.”

      “No,” he tells me firmly. “This is what I’m here for, to save her.”

      “But you won’t be able to leave the school lands.”

      His gaze meets mine. “I’m not tied to the school with unfinished business. I’m here with unfinished business with my mate. You can understand that, can’t you?”

      I think of Malin, Bron, Dwade, and Lucian, and I nod. I can’t imagine even death stopping me from finding them.

      “I’ll come with you,” I say.

      He shakes his head, a sad smile twisting his lips. “No. Your business is with your mates. All of you were unhappy for so long, and part of that was my fault. I suspected they were your mates, but I wanted to give my little sister enough time to grow up. I wanted them to be men and not boys when they came to you. But I think I might have been wrong.”

      “They wanted your blessing,” I tell him, rubbing away the tears in my eyes, my gaze clinging to his face as if I’ll never see him again. Which I might not.

      “Well, tell them they have it. Even Malin.”

      “So you’re going to leave...and...and find Ann.” I hate how much it hurts me to think about losing him again.

      He reaches up as if to wipe away my tears, but his fingertip only feels cold on my cheek. “I will always love you, Esmeray. You and I will always have a sibling bond that goes beyond siblings... You’re part of my soul. But my mate needs me now.”

      “You’re right,” I say, but still I drink him in. His face. His voice. His smile.

      He looks off in the distance. “I have to go. Goodbye, Esmeray.”

      “Goodbye, Rayne.”

      He turns and drifts away. I watch him until his glowing form is out of sight, and then I move back to the bonfire as if in a dream. When I stop and look at my men, sitting before the fire, Dwade suddenly asks, “What’s wrong?”

      When I start to cry, it’s like a flood that explodes from me. My brother is dead. My father is dead. And I nearly lost my men.

      Suddenly, they’re around me, surrounding me. Their arms protecting me from the world. But still, my sadness rolls out of me. The howls and cries of monsters rise up from the woods, but still, I keep crying.

      It’s true that I don’t like to show my emotions. It’s true that anger and strength fit me like a favorite dress. But somehow, sadness feels right too. Because dark or light, I’m still a fae.

      And all fae mourned, sometimes.

      Which no longer feels wrong.
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      My eyes flash open, and my heart immediately races. I keep my breathing even and stretch out my senses. The shadow beasts aren’t back yet. This is my chance.

      I have to run.

      I have to escape.

      Moving slowly, I rise to my feet and stretch my senses out again. Then, sure that they would have reacted to my movement by now, I don’t hesitate. I run from the cave, springing out into the chill of the woods. Air rushes around me, and leaves and twigs snap beneath my feet, but I don’t care. I can’t stop, or I’m doomed.

      I run like mad as time ticks away. I sloosh through a river that’s so cold there has to be ice in it, and then emerge on the other side. My teeth chatter together, but I keep going.

      Far behind me, I hear the roar of the beasts.

      My blood runs cold. They’ve realized I’m gone too quickly. There won’t be enough time. But still, I don’t know what they’ll do if they find out I escaped.

      Maybe they’ll finally kill me.

      So, I keep going as the evening light fades to dusk. I can sense them somewhere behind me. Anger, fear, it’s all there. And the fact that I can actually sense their emotions means that they must be too panicked to have their veil up.

      A sudden blue light appears before me. I skid to a halt, my mouth dropping open. “Rayne?”

      The ghost is Rayne. My mate.

      “It can’t be you,” I stutter.

      And then a shadow beast crashes into me, knocking the air from my lungs, and the ghost of my mate is gone. The shadow beasts circle around me, howling, but I can’t tell if it’s in rage or in fear.

      My stomach drops.

      I’d had my one chance to escape. And I’d failed.
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      Six Months Later

      

      The phone on my desk rings, and I startle, looking away from the papers on my desk. Reaching for the phone, I pick it up and lean back in my chair. The chair makes a familiar squeak, one that always reminds me of my father sitting in this study, just like I do now.

      “Hello?”

      A man’s voice comes over the line. “Lady Bloodmore, I wanted to give my weekly report.”

      I stiffen. If he’d found something, I doubt he’d be so formal. He’d just tell me. Which means this is probably bad news.

      Again.

      “Go ahead,” I say, holding back a sigh.

      “There’s still no sign of Ann. We found their tracks in the woods and thought we were gaining on them, but their trail has completely run cold.”

      My heart aches. “So are you tracing back to the last sign?”

      “We’ve already done that.” He releases a slow breath. “Lady Bloodmore, there’s nothing left to search. At this point, my men and I would just be wandering around hoping to find something that would point to the beasts. In my professional opinion, this Ann...this Ann won’t be found.”

      “This Ann saved your lady, so I don’t give a damn if every trail runs cold, you keep searching for her. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, m’lady.”

      I hang up the phone and have the sudden urge to destroy my father’s desk and everything in the room. What point is there in being the lady of the Bloodmore house if that power can’t save my friend?

      “You okay?”

      I jerk. Malin stands in the doorway looking like sex-on-a-stick. After two weeks away from us, staying at his parent’s house, it felt like he’d been away forever. He no longer wore his dark hood, but instead a dark button-up shirt and black pants. His hair had been trimmed and styled, and he looked even more handsome with a slight tan. His tattoos gave him a dangerous look, even though his pale eyes were nothing but gentle.

      “It’s nothing,” I say, standing and circling around to the other side of the desk. “I’ve missed you.”

      “Have you?” He moves forward, closing the distance between us. One of his hands slides to my hip, and his fingers intertwine with mine, our gold bands touching. “I think my wife has been working too hard.”

      “I have been.” I run a hand down the buttons on his shirt and hold his gaze.

      He leans down and kisses me, his mouth so damn hot that I forget everything except his touch. But as we kiss, his scent washes over me, and it’s changed. I’ve never been a woman who loves cinnamon, but I love the smell of cinnamon combined with his natural scent. It’s spicy and so tasty that all I want is to lick him.

      I let my hand slide down to his pants and work the button and zipper as his kiss grows more and more desperate. I barely get the zipper down and push his pants lower on his hips before I tug down his boxers. When my hand wraps around his dick, he groans against my mouth, and I’m amazed by the hard, hot length that fills my hand.

      No matter how many times we fuck, I always want more.

      “That’s quite the welcome home.”

      Our lips break, and I look toward the door. Bron’s arms are folded over his chest, and he lifts a brow in our direction. Behind him, Lucian and Dwade are grinning.

      “You guys want to help me welcome him home?” I ask.

      Bron’s mouth breaks into a smile, and he’s already pulling off his shirt.

      For a second, I just watch my men undressing. Bron still has wicked scars on his chest from the shadow beast’s claws, and Lucian’s shoulder still has a scar from the poisoned dagger. Dwade has a mess of scars over his huge body. And when Malin starts to undress, the scar from the poisoned sword in his chest is still there, along with dark lines.

      It’s strange how seeing them naked always reminds me both of how much we’ve been through and also how much I love them.

      “Your turn,” Lucian says.

      My gaze runs over my naked men, and then I reach for my tank top and yank it off. Underneath I’m not wearing a bra, and I take off my jeans, then slip out of my tiny pair of underwear. The rush of desire that rolls through me is so powerful that my inner muscles clench uncomfortably, and I gasp, leaning back onto the desk as I try to catch my breath.

      “That’s not fair,” I whisper.

      “It’s not fair you make us feel that way,” Bron growls right back.

      This time, he kisses me, hard. My head is spinning when he pulls back, and Lucian and Dwade take turns kissing me. Hands sweep over my breasts, teasing my nipples as I moan against Dwade’s mouth, his tongue tangling into my mouth.

      Suddenly, Bron picks me up, and then I hear the stuff on my desk going flying.

      I break from the kiss and pant, “You guys are helping me clean that up later.”

      Lucian chuckles. “Yes, Lady Bloodmore.”

      Suddenly, I’m placed on a warm lap on the desk, and I look back to spot Malin. He lies sprawled on my desk, and I lie back on his chest. A minute later, Bron kneels between my legs, and then his hot mouth pushes into my body, and he begins to lick me as I tremble with desire.

      Dwade and Lucian lean on each side of me and start sucking my nipples, while Malin sucks the junction of my neck. My blood heats, and I swear I start babbling about how god damn good it feels, even though I don’t know exactly what I’m saying.

      Malin’s massive cock slides along my ass crack, and I feel Bron grab it and position it at my ass hole. I thrash, my hands burying into Lucian’s and Dwade’s hair, as I hold them closer against my breasts. Bron continues to lavish my pussy, pressing harder and harder into my heated core.

      I feel like I’m going to explode, but I don’t want to yet. Malin has been gone for so damn long. I don’t want to come until all my men are inside of me.

      “I need you,” I whimper.

      And I don’t need to say more.

      Dwade and Lucian release my nipples and crawl up onto the table. Their dicks are suddenly in my face, and I wrap my hands around each of their incredible cocks. I lick Lucian first, and his head throws back as I lavish the head of his dick with my mouth, then suck the sweet saltiness of his precum into my mouth. Then I pull back from him and start pumping his hard length while I take Dwade deep into my mouth. Dwade makes a strangled sound and pushes deeper into my mouth until the head of his cock hits the back of my throat. Then he draws back, and I continue to move from one man to the other, licking them at my leisure.

      Bron rises from his knees and I feel the head of his cock sink slowly into my body. I gasp, squeezing the cocks in my hands harder, but Bron doesn’t slow until he comes to his hilt.

      I’m still panting, trying to catch my breath, when Malin’s cock inches slowly deeper into my ass. My pulse races, but he moves carefully, in and out, building my arousal. Coating himself in my desire and pushing deeper until he’s all the way inside of me.

      It’s perfect. This feeling. Of being filled in every way by men I love.

      Dwade and Lucian grasp my nipples and begin to pluck them as I lick their cocks, and then they both lean closer and press both their dicks inside my mouth at the same time. It’s one of my favorite things that they do. I love the feeling of their cocks pressing together, moving into me at the same time, and filling every inch of my mouth.

      Everybody begins to fuck me at once, and I’m a bundle of nerves, every inch of my body alive with desire. Two cocks plunging in and outside of my pussy and ass makes me wet as hell, and the friction between those big cocks and my tight channels is indescribable.

      And then there’s Dwade and Lucian. They’re thrusting harder and deeper with each stroke. I gag a little as their cocks hit the back of my mouth, but they don’t slow...just the way I like it. Dwade’s free hand suddenly digs into my hair, and they fuck my face harder and harder, groaning as they do so. When they both come, it’s incredible. I can feel how good it is for them, and the taste of their arousal is salty and sweet.

      Their orgasms rush through my senses, and then I’m coming too. Bron and Malin speed up to match my movements, and the waves of my orgasm rise higher and higher. There’s an explosion. A moment of pure and utter bliss that seems to rush out of me in a wave.

      I’m barely aware of it when Malin cries my name and comes into my ass, nor am I more than distantly aware of it when Bron’s seed releases into my pussy, but the rush of their warm cum fills my body, coating my channels, and my orgasm seems to rise higher and higher. Suddenly, I’m shouting around the dicks in my mouth, and my body seems to spasm.

      My mind goes blank. My vision is nothing but darkness and shooting stars, and then I collapse back against Malin’s hard body. Slowly, Lucian and Dwade pull out of my mouth. They run the tips of their cocks against my lips, and I make a small contented sound.

      Bron kisses between my breasts, and says, “Fuck, it’s always better with all five us, isn’t it?”

      I nod numbly.

      “Are you tired?” Malin whispers behind me.

      “No,” I say, but then a yawn explodes from my lips.

      Suddenly, Bron pulls out of me and away from me. Malin’s cock slides out of my ass, and then he lifts me into his arms and starts to carry me.

      “We should get dressed first,” I say sleepily. We’ve scared the staff here enough already.

      “Not a chance,” Malin says above me.

      We climb the stairs and go to my room, where we now have two massive king size beds pushed together to fit us all. They lie down beside me, and then Malin touches my stomach, stroking me gently.

      “The baby is okay?”

      I open my eyes and meet his blue-green gaze. “I promise, the guys have been annoyingly overprotective of me the entire time you were gone.”

      He smiles and leans down, then kisses me gently. “We can’t help ourselves. You know that, right?”

      I sigh and touch his face, then touch the faces of each of my men as they gather around me. “I know. This baby is going to be so damned loved. But don’t you think for one minute that she isn’t going to be running through the woods with my monsters, or talking to my ghosts.”

      “She?” Lucian says, and his blue eyes seem to brighten with happiness.

      I wince. “I know you guys wanted to wait to find out, but I just couldn’t--”

      I’m covered in kisses.

      “A girl!” Bron shouts.

      Dwade looks fierce. “We’re going to need a lot of pink stuff.”

      I smack him. “Or black! Or grey!”

      “Girls need pink,” he tells me, his expression serious. “I mean, I didn’t have any sisters, but that’s what I heard.”

      I laugh. “She does not need pink! She just needs all of us.”

      Malin smiles. “Well, she’s going to have that. She’s always going to have us. And if anyone tries to hurt her, we’ll kill them.”

      “Ah, you’re so sweet,” I say.

      And I don’t need to let my senses stretch out to know we’re all happy, because we just are. Light fae, dark fae, shadow beasts, it doesn’t matter. We have love.

      That’s all that matters.

      

      Did you enjoy this series? Do you want to find out what happened to Ann? Then preorder your copy of Ann’s first book, Shifters’ Fae Captive.
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