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          Prologue: Ben

        

      

    

    
      As we stopped spinning through the air and my feet touched solid ground, the first thing that hit me was the heat. It felt like I’d just been locked in an oven. My breathing became sharp and shallow. When my vision came into focus, I gazed around. A pale moon in a clear sky speckled with twinkling stars cast down light on sand dune after sand dune. There was no sign of civilization in sight. Nothing but miles upon miles of desert.

      I turned to face Jeramiah—who was still carrying an unconscious Tobias—and Amaya, the tall black-haired witch who stood next to him.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “Just follow,” the vampire replied and turned on his heel. Amaya and I followed after him.

      I couldn’t imagine where he was heading to. I could see nothing but sand. I was about to repeat my question when Jeremiah stopped abruptly. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a small golden key. He lowered himself to his knees and, digging his left fist into the ground, began brushing the sand away until metal showed. I bent down closer to watch him as he slid the key into a hole etched into it. There was a sharp click. The sand in front of us shifted as what turned out to be a long metal door swung open, leaving a gaping oblong hole in the ground. There was a winding iron staircase leading down to what appeared to be… a basement of some sort.

      I stood up, still staring in astonishment. He and Amaya began to descend the stairs. I followed after them. The drop in temperature was sharp and sudden—I felt it as soon as I took my first step downward—as though I was descending into a refrigerator.

      “Amaya, please close the door behind us.” Jeramiah’s eyes were fixed on me.

      With a flick of Amaya’s palms, the metal door slammed above us and the lock clicked shut.

      As I gazed around at the well-lit chamber, I realized that calling this a basement was entirely inaccurate. A crystal chandelier hung from the center of the ceiling, giving off a warm glow. The walls… they were made of glass. I walked up to the edge, and realized that this wasn’t so much a room as it was a platform. I was standing at the top of a magnificent multi-layered atrium. There were at least ten levels beneath me, from what I could see, and each was lined with an open veranda. At the center of this open court was a stunning communal area—there were lush ornamental lawns, a large pond covered with vibrant blue water lilies, and even a sprawling orchard containing an array of exotic-looking trees. The sweet scent of jasmine pervaded the air.

      “Come, Joseph.” Jeramiah was holding Amaya’s hand now, and he was gesturing that I do the same. “We don’t need the elevator while she’s with us.”

      The moment I reached for her arm, we vanished and reappeared in the center of the gardens, right at the bottom of this strange atrium.

      “Where are we?” I repeated.

      Still ignoring my question, Jeramiah walked onto the terrace lining the bottom floor, stopping outside a wooden door. He withdrew another key from his pocket and opened it to reveal a small dim room. Unlike outside, no care seemed to have been taken in furnishings or decorations. Indeed, the walls were rough stone and the floor was dusty and uneven. He headed to the back of this room and unlocked another door. He stepped inside and closed it behind him, not even giving me the chance to follow.

      I stepped outside and looked up and down the terrace for the witch. She had disappeared. I walked back to the door Jeramiah had disappeared through and knocked. He reappeared after a minute—without Tobias.

      “In answer to your question,” Jeramiah began, brushing his hands together and heading back out of the chamber. Closing the door behind us, he cast his eyes toward the opulent gardens. “This place has had a number of names in the past, and has been used for a number of purposes… But perhaps, most famously, this was once the Maslens’ palace… The Oasis.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 1: Sofia

        

      

    

    
      Even though she was sitting barely four feet away from me, I could still hardly believe that my daughter had returned. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. Even though it hadn’t been all that long, somehow she looked older to me. More grown up. I could tell Derek felt the same as me from the way he was gazing upon her as she told us everything that had happened since we’d parted.

      Derek and I remained speechless throughout—from her recounting of Rhys posing as Micah, to Caleb being the one who had saved Derek and I from Annora’s curse, to their adventures through South America, then almost reaching The Shade, once again being caught by Annora, her being kidnapped once again by the ogres, her short visit to the realm of the dragons, and then the journey back here. It all left Derek and I speechless. When she finally brought her story to a close, I barely knew what to say first. I was just staring from her to the young man sitting next to her. We’d believed he had betrayed us. Now it turned out we owed him our very lives.

      Rose’s eyes grew wide with expectation. It was Derek who broke the silence, his eyes fixed intensely on Caleb.

      He stood up and closed the distance between them. Caleb stood up too, his height level with my husband’s. Derek reached out a hand and gripped Caleb’s.

      “I owe you an apology,” he said. “We all do.”

      Caleb nodded, averting his eyes to the door. “I understand why you thought what you did,” he said.

      “It was wrong of us all the same. We jumped to conclusions,” I said. Once Derek stepped back away from Caleb, I drew him in for a hug. He looked surprised by the gesture as I resumed my seat next to Derek. But my daughter was beaming.

      “Of course, you are welcome to stay with us as long as you want,” I said.

      Caleb glanced at Rose, giving her a small smile. “I’ll stay as long as your daughter wants me here.”

      Rose’s cheeks flushed as she slipped a hand through Caleb’s and squeezed it. Then she looked back at us, a small frown crinkling her forehead.

      “Now it’s your turn,” she said. “What’s happened all this time?” She looked around. “And where is Ben? Does he even know I’ve returned?”

      Her words made my stomach flip. I’d been hoping we could delay telling Rose about her brother for a little longer. She’d just had such a traumatic experience, after all. I didn’t want to lay this burden of worry on her now. But of course, I couldn’t have expected a different reaction from her. She wanted to see her brother.

      I exchanged weary glances with Derek.

      That only made Rose tense further. She stood up and gripped my hand. “Mom? Where is he?”

      “He left, honey,” I croaked.

      Her eyes widened. “What?”

      I heaved a sigh, bracing myself to relive the harrowing experience again. “We were so worried about what the witches had in mind for you two, we made the decision to turn him early, before his eighteenth birthday. We’d hoped that the turning would go smoothly. It didn’t. He had symptoms unlike any we’d seen before, and—”

      “What symptoms?” Rose gripped my shoulders.

      “He was unable to stomach animal blood. His body just expelled it as though it were poison.”

      She gasped. I really didn’t want to give all the details, at least not yet—and especially not about Yasmine’s death. “Rose, your brother decided to leave because he felt that he was a threat to the humans of The Shade.”

      “B-but where did he go?”

      “He took a submarine,” Derek replied, and I was relieved that he took over for me. It was so painful recounting it. “He’ll return, darling. Don’t worry. He just needed time for himself.”

      “A submarine? What do you mean a submarine? He can’t just live in that. How will he feed?”

      Tears were beginning to brim in her eyes. Derek stood up and drew her in for a hug. He wiped the tears that were escaping down her cheeks with his thumbs. “Ben’s a fighter. He’ll find his way back to us in one piece. Just as you did…”

      She still looked devastated, though Derek’s words seemed to comfort her somewhat. She took a seat next to Caleb, who wrapped an arm around her and squeezed gently. She nestled her head closer to Caleb’s chest as she continued to look at us worriedly.

      “Why do you think his turning went so wrong?” she asked, her voice hoarse.

      “We don’t know. We can only guess that it’s something to do with his blood.”

      “His blood?” Rose looked at me with confusion.

      Of course, she hadn’t been here when Mona had told us what she believed was different and special about our twins—the unique trifecta they had.

      I took this as an opportunity to segue from the subject of Ben. Derek and I explained what Mona had told us about Rose and her brother’s blood, as well as everything else that had happened on the island since she’d been gone.

      Her expression turned from curiosity to terror as the story progressed.

      “We still don’t know what happened to Mona and Kiev during their visit to The Sanctuary,” I said. “We’ll go to speak to them in a few hours…”

      Rose bit her lip. “Do… Do you think the same thing would happen to me, if I turned? Do you think I would end up like Ben?”

      “We don’t know,” Derek said. “It’s possible.”

      She swallowed hard. “Because I was thinking, after everything that’s happened to me… I want to stop being a weak human. I don’t want to ever feel weak and vulnerable again.”

      Derek and I fell silent as we looked at each other. Of course, I understood why my daughter would want to turn early after everything she’d been through. I’d wanted to turn back into a vampire for a similar reason—to not feel so vulnerable in the face of danger. But after what happened to Ben, I didn’t think I could handle watching my daughter turn too. At least, not yet. Not until we understood exactly what had gone wrong with Ben’s turning.

      I was relieved that she seemed to be thinking the same thing.

      “But I guess,” she continued, “after what happened to Ben, we should wait for him to come back before I turn.”

      I nodded. “That’s what I was going to suggest.” Although Mona had returned to us, if a number of black witches attacked at once, they might be able to overpower her. This meant Rose was still in potential danger, but after what happened when we turned Ben, turning her now seemed like madness. At least she was back with us on the island. For now, we’d just have to protect her as best as we could. I could see that Derek was just as relieved as me that she’d come to this conclusion by herself.

      A silence fell between the four of us as we stared at one another, the stories we’d exchanged still playing on our minds. It was Rose who eventually cleared her throat and stood up. Still clutching Caleb’s hand as though she might never let go, she said, “I’d like to show Caleb around a bit.”

      “Aren’t the two of you exhausted?” I asked.

      Rose cast a glance at Caleb. “Are you, Caleb?” she asked.

      “I’m up for a short tour.” Caleb stood up with her.

      I felt uncomfortable about letting her out of my sight even for a moment, but now I had to trust Caleb. He’d kept her alive and well all this time. I owed it to him to trust him to roam around the island with my daughter for a while. He’d just fought off a dragon, after all…

      Derek and I nodded and, leaning in to kiss us both on the cheek one last time, she left the apartment. I supposed it would be good to help distract her mind from thoughts of her brother.

      Once they exited the apartment, I turned my focus back on Derek. His expression was almost inscrutable.

      I reached out and touched his hand. “What are you thinking?” I asked.

      “Just… our daughter.” He was still staring at the front door where Caleb and Rose had disappeared.

      A smile curled my lips. “She’s no longer our little girl.”

      He breathed out heavily. “That she isn’t.”

      He stood up and began pacing up and down the room. Still, he looked agitated.

      “What do you think of Caleb?” I asked.

      Derek shot me a look. “What do you think of him?”

      “Not that I’ve known him long… but I have to admit, right from the start there was something I liked about that boy. Before our minds got clouded with doubts about his intentions.’

      Derek heaved a sigh. “I… I just don’t know.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He stopped pacing and looked down at me. “I have to come to terms with the fact that nobody will be good enough for my daughter… but if anyone deserves her, I suppose Caleb appears to be the closest to it.”

      I couldn’t stop the grin from splitting my face. I stood up and reached for Derek’s hands, twining my fingers with his. I stood on my tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “He means a lot to her.”

      Derek nodded slowly.

      Still amused by his lack of enthusiasm, I narrowed my eyes on him. “You remind me of my father. It took a long time for him to come round and accept that you deserved me.”

      He paused, looking at me closely. “And what makes you think he was wrong in believing I didn’t deserve you?” He pulled me closer, his arms wrapping around my waist as his hands rested on the small of my back, and whispered into my ear, “Did I ever deserve you, Sofia?”

      I bent my head back to look him in the eye and raised a teasing eyebrow. “You didn’t seem to have much doubt about it, all those times you declared me as yours when we first met.”

      He gave me a small smile before his restless demeanor returned. He swallowed hard, his eyes traveling back to the front door. I found his anxiousness both amusing and endearing. I slipped my hands into his hair and forced him to face me again. I pulled his head lower to me so I could kiss his lips.

      “Yes, Derek,” I whispered. “You deserved me. Just as I think it might be time we accepted that Caleb deserves our daughter.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 2: Rose

        

      

    

    
      I was smiling as Caleb and I left the penthouse and stepped into the elevator. Although Ben’s departure was weighing heavily on my chest, I couldn’t help but feel relieved at how smoothly Caleb’s reintroduction to my parents had gone. I just had to have faith in my father’s words—that my brother would find a way back to us, just as I had. Driving myself insane with worry wouldn’t bring Ben back. Ben was resourceful, and now he was a vampire, he would be incredibly strong. From what my parents had described, he sounded like he was a match for even my father’s strength.

      As we began to descend in the elevator, I looked up to catch a glimpse of Caleb’s face. He was staring through the glass at the branches as we approached closer and closer to the ground.

      I moved closer to him and reached up to touch his cheek. “Caleb,” I said.

      There was warmth in his eyes as he lowered his gaze to me. “Yes, Rose?”

      “Are you okay?”

      My parents had given him some blood as we sat talking for hours, but so much had happened in the past twenty-four hours, he looked like he was still in a daze. I could only imagine what a shock to his system it was to be back here in The Shade. An island he’d never thought he’d be able to set foot on again, much less contemplate living here with me.

      He smiled and pressed his lips against my forehead. “I couldn’t be better,” he whispered.

      My heart soared as his smile broadened.

      “So you… you really are happy to be here?” I asked, leading him out of the elevator as we reached the ground.

      “I think I’d be happy anywhere you are, princess.”

      I felt my face growing red again. Of course, I didn’t feel any differently about him.

      We began to walk hand in hand through the woods. As we passed through the Residences, I pointed up at the trees, listing the names of the vampires who lived in each one of them. It wasn’t until we arrived at the Port that panic gripped me.

      “The ogress! We forgot about Bella.”

      Caleb’s eyes widened. So much had happened, we’d both totally forgotten that we’d left her wandering along the beach before we ran off to try to figure out how to deal with the dragon. For all I knew, she could have come across a group of humans. Bella was a man-eater, and although I hadn’t given her permission to eat anybody, I suspected she would be starving by now and might not be able to resist swiping a human or two for herself.

      Caleb bent down and helped me swing myself onto his back. He began racing along the beach in the direction I’d told her to walk in.

      “Arabella!” I began yelling at the top of my lungs.

      Caleb ran for what felt like miles, until I was met with a sight in the distance that soothed my nerves a little. Two bulging figures sat on opposite sides of a fire. As we drew closer, I spotted Brett’s cave, and Caleb stopped in front of the bonfire and set me down on my feet. I found myself staring at Bella and Brett, holding two large wooden bowls that I recognized as Brett’s handiwork. There was a pot of brown stew between them.

      I stared from Brett to Bella. I was glad at least that the two had come across each other. That said, I didn’t like the color of the stew sitting between them…

      I moved closer to the pot and peered into it. “I hope there are no humans in there,” I said, looking sternly at the two of them.

      Brett shook his head vigorously. He looked offended that I would ask such a question. “Of course not, Princess Rose,” he said. “You know I don’t eat humans.”

      Bella looked up at me innocently. “I didn’t cook it, Miss Rose. So you’re gonna have to trust what he says.” She pointed a fat finger at Brett.

      I looked back at Brett. “Okay, I believe you… So I see you two have introduced yourselves already.”

      Both Brett and Bella looked up at me and frowned. Brett shook his head. “I don’t know who this girl is,” he mumbled, casting a sideways glance at Bella. “Was just having my dinner out here and she came up. Asked if she could have some. So I said okay.”

      “Oh.” I fought to stifle a giggle at the confused look on Brett’s face as Bella took another long slurp of her—or rather, his—stew. “Well, then, I ought to introduce you. Brett, this is Arabella—or Bella, as she likes to be called. And Bella, this is Brett.”

      Bella held out a hand to Brett. He looked at it cautiously before slowly reaching out and shaking it. They held each other’s gaze for a few seconds before they both dipped down to their bowls of stew again.

      “Bella,” I said. “You must never, ever, harm a human—or any other resident, for that matter—while you’re here. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “Even if someone walks right up to you, you leave him or her alone. If you do touch anyone, you’ll be kicked right off this island… and then who knows what could happen to you?”

      She froze and looked frightened just at the thought. “I-I promise, Miss Rose,” she stammered.

      “And you should stick with Brett. He’s the only other ogre on this island. Brett, will you help Bella find somewhere suitable to sleep?” I looked around at the numerous caves in this area of the beach.

      He shot another weary look at her before mumbling, “Yeah, all right.”

      “Good.” Heaving a sigh, I stepped away from the ogres and snaked an arm around Caleb’s waist. “I’ll leave the two of you to your meal. See you later…”

      “Bye,” they said together.

      I tore my eyes away from them. As Caleb and I continued on our way, I couldn’t help but experience a sense of satisfaction at seeing the two ogres together. I’d made a promise to myself a while ago that I would find a solution to Brett’s loneliness. Although Brett had made it clear that he wasn’t keen on “girls”, Bella seemed different than the other ogresses I’d come across. Of course, I still had no idea if they’d get along… Only time would tell.

      I was about to suggest we turn around so I could finish showing Caleb the parts of the island nearest to the Residences when I realized we were so close to the lighthouse, I might as well show it to him while we were here. I climbed onto Caleb’s back and guided him to the rocks where the building was perched.

      He set me down at the foot of it. I rarely went up to my parents’ special place, and going up there with Caleb felt wrong, but I wanted to show it to him all the same. It felt like one of the main landmarks of the island. “That up there is my parents’ special place.”

      He raised a brow. “Special place?”

      “Yeah…” It was an open secret what my parents did whenever they retreated up there, and one I would rather not talk about now with Caleb. Caleb and I need to find our own special place on this island.

      We moved on swiftly from there and, with me traveling on Caleb’s back, it didn’t take long to finish the tour of the island. It was early morning now, and there weren’t many people about. Almost everyone was sleeping. Caleb had already heard my story when I was telling my parents, but I had yet to hear what had happened to him while we were apart. So this was a good opportunity for him to tell me. My blood boiled as he described Annora’s deceit, and I had to remind myself that she’d had her comeuppance already to avoid riling myself up into too much of a rage.

      Once we’d finished traveling around all the major points of the island, it was beginning to be a struggle to keep my eyes open. I hadn’t slept properly for days, and although the excitement of having Caleb here in my home was still coursing through me, I couldn’t resist what my body was screaming for much longer. I guessed that Caleb was exhausted too—he’d been through trauma just as I had.

      “Let’s return to the penthouse,” I said, although I had no intention of sleeping there with Caleb tonight, or any other night. My parents’ sense of hearing was much too acute for me to feel comfortable sharing my bedroom with Caleb.

      We reached the foot of our tree and ascended in the elevator. As we opened the front door, I was both surprised and thrilled to see Griffin sitting on the living room couch. He sprang up as soon as he laid eyes on me.

      “Griff!” I leapt into his arms and held him tight.

      He kissed my cheek as we drew away from each other. And it was then that I realized how cold his skin felt. I eyed him more closely.

      “Oh my God. You’re a vampire!”

      He was grinning from ear to ear. “Well spotted.”

      “How… Why?”

      “I persuaded my father to turn me. I guess I just felt that it was time. And honestly, with everything that’s been going on around the island, I feel more comfortable as a vampire than a human.”

      His eyes rested on Caleb, and I expected to see some flicker of jealousy or pain behind them, as I had before when Caleb had visited the island briefly. But I didn’t. Griffin just nodded casually in his direction and said, “Hi.”

      “Hi,” Caleb replied.

      “How has it been?” I asked. “Adjusting to it and all?”

      Griffin shrugged. “It hurt like hell at first. But my parents were surprised how quickly I was able to gain control of myself.”

      “So you’re not about to suck my blood?” I teased.

      “I mean, I don’t feel like I’m in danger of attacking you now…” Griffin furrowed his brows. “But damn, girl. Your blood smells good. Just don’t tell Becky I said that.”

      “Becky?” She was one of my human friends on the island.

      Griffin winked. “Turns out being a vampire has other perks too. Even for a freckly red-headed one. It’s been hard keeping girls away recently.”

      I laughed. “So Becky’s your girlfriend?”

      “Yes.”

      My heart soared for him and I hugged him again. “Griff, I am thrilled for you.”

      “And I’m thrilled you’re back,” he said. “I won’t keep you long now though. You look tired. I’ll catch up with you another time, okay?”

      “Sure thing.”

      He smiled again and took his leave.

      I caught Caleb’s hand and walked with him to the kitchen, where my parents were sitting and having a conversation.

      “Mom. Dad. We’ve finished our tour for now. Caleb and I are going to get some rest.” I paused, gauging my parents’ reaction, then continued before the silence could become too uncomfortable. “My room feels a little too, uh, claustrophobic for the two of us.”

      “Uh, Rose… before the two of you go running off, I’d like to have a word in private…” My mother’s voice trailed off as she looked from me to my father. He quickly took the cue and stood up. As he passed me, he planted a kiss on my head and gave me a half-serious, half-joking glare, before leaving the room.

      Of course, if he really wanted to listen, it wouldn’t take much effort. He’d hear most of what we said even if he went to the other end of the apartment and we spoke in whispers. But I trusted him to occupy himself with something and give us privacy.

      Caleb also stepped outside the front door. I watched him walk up to the end of the verandah and stare out at the dark sky.

      I turned my focus back on my mom. Even though it was just us in the room, I still felt my cheeks beginning to burn.

      “Just in case you were wondering,” I said, wincing with embarrassment at every word, “Caleb brought me back with my, uh… virtue intact. And I suspect it might stay that way for some time… He’s not your typical nineteen-year-old. He was born, like, over a hundred years ago.”

      She smiled. “It would be a lie to say that I wasn’t wondering, but I wasn’t about to ask. I just wanted to give you the space to ask me about any questions you might have, about… starting a relationship with a vampire.”

      “Oh… No. I can’t think of any questions,” I said, relieved that she wasn’t about to hit me with a barrage of questions herself. I also realized that it was the truth—I felt so at ease around Caleb. I never felt awkward or uncomfortable. Even though we hadn’t met all that long ago, it felt like I’d known him for ages.

      She moved closer and, cupping my face in her hands, kissed my cheeks. She had tears in her eyes when she said, “Okay, Rose. I just felt the need to ask… and I want you to know I’m here for you if you ever want to talk about anything.”

      “I know you’re here for me, Mom.” I hugged her tight.

      “Where do you want to stay?” she asked.

      “There’s at least one mountain cabin that’s empty, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll just pack my toiletry bag and some clothes, and Caleb… I guess he can borrow some of Ben’s clothes. They’ll probably fit.”

      We embraced for another minute or so before she loosened her grip on me. She had a mischievous, almost bashful, look on her face. “You know… you and Caleb are better behaved than your father and I were.”

      “Ugh, Mom.” I pulled away from her. “Too much information.”

      She laughed as I left the room. I headed straight for my room where I packed up underwear, pajamas and a set of clean clothes for tomorrow into a duffle bag. I went into the bathroom next door and, rummaging in the closet beneath the sink, found two unopened toothbrushes. I stuffed them into my bag along with body wash and shampoo.

      Caleb was waiting outside the bathroom door as I exited. I smiled up at him. “I’m just going to pack some clothes for you and we can leave.”

      I headed next into my brother’s room a few doors away. My gut clenched as I swung the door open and looked around his messy room.

      I made it halfway across the room toward his cupboard before I broke down. Falling to my knees, I choked up, unable to hold back the tears. I clutched his schoolbag against my chest, my whole body trembling.

      Ben. Why did you have to leave? I haven’t seen you in so long…

      Caleb’s arms slipped around my waist as he crouched down on the floor next to me. I held my brother’s bag closer to me, breathing in deeply, taking in his scent.

      “I’m sorry,” I croaked. “I just miss him so much.”

      “Hey,” Caleb said softly. “It’s okay.”

      I leaned back against his chest and buried my head against his neck, closing my eyes and hugging Ben’s satchel like it was a teddy bear. Only once my breathing became steadier did I open my eyes again. Caleb’s warm eyes were looking down at me as he cradled me in his arms. He pressed his lips against my forehead.

      I cleared my throat and sat up. “We should go,” I said, drawing in a deep breath. “It’s been a long night.”

      I wiped my tears against the back of my sleeve as Caleb and I stood up. I walked with him to Ben’s wardrobe and opened the doors.

      “What do you want?” I asked, beginning to rummage through the closet for something suitable.

      Caleb ended up picking a plain navy shirt and black jeans. I also managed to find some fresh underwear and a bathrobe in one of the bottom drawers, which I stuffed into my bag along with my own clothes. I flung the bag over one shoulder and we headed back toward the front door. My parents were waiting there for us, an arm around each other’s waists as they watched us approach. They’d probably heard me crying, and even if they hadn’t noticed, my blotchy face gave it away. But I was glad they didn’t mention it.

      I wrapped my arms around my father’s neck and kissed his cheek. “Good night, darling,” he said.

      I moved on to my mother. She clung to me so tight it felt like she never wanted to let go. “Good night, sweetheart,” she said.

      Then she looked at Caleb. “Good night, Caleb.”

      Caleb bowed his head slightly. “Good night, Mr. and Mrs. Novak.”

      I giggled at how formal he sounded.

      “Good night,” I said, catching Caleb’s hand and pulling him through the front door. “We’ll see you tomorrow.”

      I was about to pull it shut when my father held the door open. His eyes fixed on Caleb. “Good night, Caleb,” he said. “Be careful with my girl.”

      I rolled my eyes. As if Caleb needs to be told that… Caring for me is all he’s done since we met. My father knew this by now, but I guessed he couldn’t help but tell him anyway.

      “You have my word,” Caleb said, eyeing my father steadily.

      My father reached out and clutched Caleb’s shoulder before finally closing the door.

      We descended in the elevator and Caleb scooped me up in his arms once we reached the ground. I directed him toward the mountain cabins and, running full speed, we arrived in just a few minutes.

      We chose a cabin that was almost as high up as the top of the mountain itself. Caleb climbed the steps up to it and set me down on my feet on the verandah by the front door. Since it was unoccupied, it hadn’t been locked. As I pushed the door open and looked around the cozy living room, with its rugs and soft sofa and deep burgundy curtains, everything about the homely vibe of the place made me realize how much my muscles and limbs were aching. I walked with Caleb to the master bedroom, which looked out at a stunning view of the ocean, and laid the bag down on the bed. I unpacked the few possessions that we’d brought, then headed to the bathroom.

      I stared at my exhausted face in the mirror. I placed the toothbrush and toothpaste on the shelf, then looked around the small bathroom. I walked over to the bathtub and began filling it with hot water. I wouldn’t be able to sleep without a wash first. Come to think of it, Caleb probably wanted to have a bath too.

      As if he’d read my thoughts, he approached behind me. Sliding his hands down my arms, he pulled my back against him. Pressing his rough cheek against mine, he began to slowly undress me. As he finished his work, I turned around to see that he’d already stripped.

      Pulling my eyes away from him, I stepped into the tub. He got in after me and we sat with our backs leaning against opposite sides of the tub. My eyes lowered from his face to his chest. I propped myself up on my knees and knelt against him. His hands rested on my waist as I slid closer to him and ran my fingers over his scarred torso. I could feel the bumps of the bullets still trapped beneath his skin.

      “Tomorrow, the first thing we’ll do is find a witch who can treat you and finally get these bullets out of you.”

      Reaching for a sponge, I began soaping him down. After I was satisfied I’d done a thorough job, I allowed him to take the sponge from me. Rinsing it out, he took his turn in cleaning me. Then I dipped beneath the water and wet my hair. Sitting up again, I reached for my shampoo to see that he was already holding it. He slid his legs either side of mine, making space for me to sit with my back against his chest. I closed my eyes as his strong fingers reached into my hair and began massaging my scalp. Once my hair was foaming with shampoo from root to tips, he arched my neck backward and caressed my throat with his lips.

      Despite his cool body pressing against mine, heat coursed through me. I was on fire. When Caleb’s mouth found mine, I wasn’t sure how to contain myself any longer.

      “Caleb,” I managed as he surfaced for breath. Twisting round to face him, I placed my palms flat against his chest and pushed him back against the wall of the tub. I bit my lip. I didn’t want to make him feel uncomfortable if he still wasn’t ready to accept my surrender, but he was driving me crazy. He raised a brow as my eyes blazed into his.

      “Caleb… You’re a tease. Do you know that?”

      A smile curved his lips. “And what do you think you are?”

      When I didn’t answer, he slid me back down against the base of the tub and rinsed the shampoo from my hair. Then he reached for a towel and, standing up in the tub with me, wrapped it round me tightly. He picked me up and carried me to the bedroom. He laid me on the bed and, grabbing another towel, dried me off.

      I pulled on my nightdress as he dried himself and slipped into his underwear. I gazed at him from across the room before heaving a sigh and sliding into bed beneath the sheets. I nestled against a pillow and closed my eyes.

      His arm wrapped around my waist and he spooned himself around me. I shivered as he kissed the back of my neck.

      “I’ll make love to you, Rose,” he whispered. “But we have time. I’m not going anywhere.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 3: Caleb

        

      

    

    
      As I watched Rose fall asleep in my arms, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was trapped in some strange, wondrous dream. A dream I had no business being in.

      And yet the nightmare that was my former life had given way to this.

      Rose Novak. Princess of The Shade.

      Careful not to wake her, I slid down the pillows until my face was level with hers and gathered her closer to me. I brushed aside a lock of her long dark hair that had fallen across her face so I could fully take her in while listening to her soft breathing. Gently, I leaned in and traced the outline of her beautiful mouth with my lips.

      I remembered only a short while ago, I’d been afraid to kiss her. Hell, I’d been afraid to even look at her. I remembered watching her sleeping from behind a window pane. I never could have imagined that I’d one day be holding her as she slept.

      I didn’t know what I’d done to deserve this. But Rose calling me her boyfriend was something I didn’t take lightly. Her parents—particularly her father—seemed to have accepted me after the explanation Rose had given of our exploits. She was convinced that everyone else in The Shade would accept me here with open arms, too.

      But I was still having trouble accepting myself.

      I’d saved her life several times over while putting mine at risk. I’d kept her safe when I could have so easily taken advantage of her. I’d finally gathered the courage to confess that I loved her.

      Yet, even after everything, I still winced internally each time Rose called me hers. It almost felt like she was sentencing herself to disappointment. And I wasn’t sure why.

      Perhaps the darkness that had shrouded me for so many decades while living with Annora still remained with me. I wondered if I would ever fully shake it.

      Whatever the case, I had to face the reality I found myself in, however strange it was.

      Rose was calling me her boyfriend. Her man. Her lover.

      And, by God, I was going to do the best I could to live up to that role.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 4: Aiden

        

      

    

    
      “One twin down, one more to go,” Kailyn said as we made our way up one of The Shade’s highest mountains.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “And let’s hope Ben returns sooner rather than later.”

      Kailyn and I were taking a walk to let off some steam. Things had been so tense on the island with all the drama brought about by the ghoul, Mona’s absence, Ben’s departure and the shock of finding a dragon at our port. Now that at least some things had been resolved, it felt like everyone needed a little downtime.

      As we reached the top, we walked to the edge of the cliff and stared out at the dark sky and the brightening horizon beyond The Shade’s boundary in the distance. A sharp wind prickled my skin. I slipped my hands into my pockets, avoiding the temptation to steal a glance at Kailyn’s face while she wasn’t looking.

      “I wonder what’s to become of this place,” she said quietly.

      I wasn’t sure how to respond to that. None of us knew what was going to happen now. We all suspected the black witches would strike at some point and attempt to break through Mona’s barrier. We didn’t know if they would be successful, and what would become of us all if they were. But it felt like I’d lived most of my life on edge. Save the seventeen-odd years when we’d all had a break from the craziness of our world, living on edge was what I was used to. There was no other way to live as a hunter. It was all or nothing. I guessed I’d learned to become numb.

      When I didn’t answer, Kailyn took a step closer to me, and to my surprise, slipped a hand into my right pocket and wrapped it around my hand. I turned my head to look down into her eyes. Dimples formed in her cheeks as she flashed me a small smile, giving me the confidence to squeeze her hand a little.

      “I guess none of us know what’s going to happen,” she whispered after a pause. “But I do know one thing.” She stepped in front of me, slipping her other hand into my left pocket so she now held both of my hands. “I really like you, Aiden Claremont.”

      I wasn’t sure what I was thinking in the moments that followed—if I even had a thought process. All I was aware of was the pounding of my heart as Kailyn’s arms draped around my neck and pulled me downward until her pillowy lips were pressed against mine. My hands found the sides of her face as I returned her kiss, slowly at first, then with hunger.

      Her cheeks were flushed when we broke apart, as I was sure mine were. She bit her lower lip and laughed nervously.

      “How was that for a first kiss?” she asked, her voice slightly hoarse.

      I responded by sliding my arms around her slowly until my hands rested on the small of her back. Gathering her to me again, I caught her lips in mine once again, kissing them gently.

      “I really like you too, Kailyn,” I whispered.

      Inhaling deeply, she gripped my shirt and parted my lips with her tongue, allowing me to taste her fully.

      A gruff bark broke through the world Kailyn and I had lost ourselves in. We turned to see Shadow bounding toward us. I looked past him, expecting to see Eli, or perhaps Abby, who usually went for walks with him. Instead I saw… Adelle.

      She had a mortified expression on her face. “I’m sorry,” she muttered, taking a step back. “I had no idea you were up here… I-I didn’t mean to intrude.”

      “Hey,” I said. “It’s okay. These things, uh… happen.”

      Kailyn and I slipped an arm around each other as we walked toward the redheaded witch.

      “How’s Eli?” I asked, fighting to keep my voice casual.

      “He’s fine,” Adelle replied, her eyes fixed on the dog.

      It was a pointless question—I already knew he’d recovered some time ago from the snapped neck I’d given him as well as from the ghoul’s influence. All the couples on the island who’d been affected by the ghoul had forgiven each other and moved on from that dark time.

      “Good,” I said.

      An awkward silence followed, but Adelle didn’t let it last long. Still avoiding my gaze, she said, “I’d better get going. I have a lot of homework to mark today.”

      “Sure. Have a good day.”

      “You too.” Adelle’s eyes travelled from my face to Kailyn’s for but a moment before she hurried away with Shadow. It was long enough for me to detect something odd in them. As Kailyn and I made our way back down the mountain, I couldn’t help but wonder what it was I’d seen. Embarrassment, certainly. But there was something else, too.

      Something that looked surprisingly like… jealousy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 5: Derek

        

      

    

    
      It was a strange feeling to have my daughter back on the island with us, yet staying under a different roof. Since her return, I’d wanted nothing more than to keep her at home with us in our treehouse. But I had to remind myself that she was no longer my little girl. It was clear that during her time away, she’d matured in ways I hadn’t been prepared for, ways that would likely take me a while to get used to. While a part of me was happy to see her standing on her own two feet, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of melancholy too.

      After she left the apartment with Caleb, our home suddenly felt too big for Sofia and me. Tears welled in Sofia’s eyes. I wrapped my arms around her and drew her in for a hug.

      “Our baby’s all grown up,” she murmured.

      “That she is.” I sighed, looking wistfully out of the window.

      Sofia raised her head and gave me a watery grin. “We sound so… old.”

      I raised my brows in mock offense. “Speak for yourself.”

      She giggled as I scooped her up in my arms and carried her to our bedroom. I placed her in the center of the bed. Her long auburn hair strewn over the pillows, she was just as beautiful to me as the day I’d first laid eyes on her. She was, and had always been, my fire during the longest winter. My moon during the darkest night.

      “I guess I do still feel like a seventeen-year-old,” she said softly. “Especially when you look at me like that.”

      I leant down over her, lowering my head until my mouth was inches from hers. “Like what?” I whispered.

      “Like that,” she breathed.

      I closed my lips around hers. She gripped my hair and arched her back, allowing me room to slide my hands beneath her. Careful not to break our kiss, I pulled her upright so that she was kneeling on the mattress before me. I was about to unzip her dress when there was a loud banging at our front door.

      Breaking apart, Sofia and I exchanged anxious glances. Who would disturb us at this time of night?

      As I hurried through the apartment, I could only guess that it might be Rose back for something she’d forgotten. But as I reached the front door, it was Eli standing outside. The expression on his face made my stomach flip.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “There’s something in the news that you need to see.”

      “What?” Sofia asked, appearing at my side.

      “Just come,” Eli said grimly.

      Eli was one of the few people on the island who monitored the news of the world outside. Everything about his demeanor made me recall the last time he’d come to report news to us—when Rose and Ben had first been reported missing in Hawaii. I prayed that it wouldn’t be as serious this time, but Eli’s expression gave me little reason to believe that it wasn’t.

      We raced with Eli toward his apartment. He led us straight to his study and grabbed the remote of his TV.

      “You may want to take a seat,” he said.

      Sofia and I did nothing of the sort. We stood as close to the screen as we could without getting in Eli’s way. But when the TV flickered on and he finished flicking through the channels, I wished I’d taken Eli’s advice. Replaying over and over again in slow-motion was the footage of a dark-haired vampire rushing through a park square, knocking a young woman off her feet and tearing through her throat as he sped away again. The clip was being repeated over and over on almost every news channel Eli flicked through.

      “A witness managed to film the attack with a phone camera. The footage was submitted to the local police and uploaded to the internet.”

      The shock of a vampire being caught on camera during an attack and broadcast to the world for the first time in history, combined with who this vampire resembled so closely, left Sofia and me speechless. I just kept watching the loop, willing my eyes to be mistaken.

      Eli flipped open a laptop and placed it in front of us. He pointed to a video player with the same footage. “You can watch it more slowly here, pause and rewind it as you will…”

      As Sofia worked the player with shaking hands, there was no more denying who this was. His features were unmistakeable even in this fuzzy footage.

      It was our son, Benjamin Novak.

      I had been too stunned until now to even take in the details of the reports. Now that I listened more closely, I caught the location. Chile.

      Her chest heaving, Sofia slammed the laptop lid shut. She shot to her feet, her eyes blazing into me. “We’ve delayed this far too long, Derek. We have to find our son and bring him back.”

      “The incident took place some days ago,” Eli said. “Apparently the witness who recorded this ended up being seriously injured—hence the footage was only just discovered and released. There’s no guarantee Ben will still be in Chile.”

      Although a part of me was screaming to agree with Sofia, the greater part of me simply couldn’t. I shook my head.

      “We can’t abandon our people at a time like this,” I said. “Nor will we spare more people to go after him. Not when he expressly stated he didn’t want anyone following him.”

      Sofia’s cheeks flushed, her lips parting to argue back. I gripped her shoulders. “Our son is no longer a boy. He’s a young man. We need to let him live by his choices.”

      “But we turned him, damn it. This is our fault!”

      “We turned him with his full agreement.”

      “Then, if he can’t consume animal blood, we should turn him back into a human,” she said.

      “That’s not what he asked for. If he wanted to turn back into a human, he could have told us. He chose to remain a vampire by leaving. We can’t force our son to turn back.”

      “Then let’s just bring him back and—”

      “Sofia, don’t you understand? He’s got to get over this himself—because if he doesn’t, even if we brought him back here, there’s no guarantee he wouldn’t start murdering our own people. His strength rivals my own, and it’s simply not possible to restrain a vampire like him twenty-four hours a day… unless sedating our son is what you want to do.”

      She bit her lower lip so hard I was sure she was about to draw blood. “We could sedate him temporarily, until—”

      “Until when?” I shook her. “Until when, Sofia? You don’t understand, because you never went through what I went through. Novak blood doesn’t run through your veins as it does mine and Ben’s. Sedate him for a week, and he’ll wake up the same man. Hell, I sedated myself for four hundred years and I woke up the same bloodsucker.”

      “But Derek—”

      “You witnessed the state I descended into as soon as you left the island with Ben Hudson.” I raised my voice, determined to cut through her emotions and make her see sense. “The darkness doesn’t just vanish from one’s heart, Sofia. Your light temporarily broke through mine, but when you left, it closed in around me again. There is no magic button. The only way to get rid of it is from within. Ben has to battle it from within himself, the same way I had to. He’ll have to be relentless in his fight, but if he really wants to pull through this and find himself, he’ll find a way.”

      Finally seeing the truth in my words, Sofia broke down, falling to her knees. I knelt with her, clutching her hands. “Darling, as much as we want to, this is a battle that we simply can’t fight for him.”

      As Sofia shook in my arms, I cast my eyes back up to the TV screen. That vision of my son ripping into the throat of an innocent young woman would forever be etched in my memory.

      I couldn’t get over the fact that this was the first time a vampire had been broadcast to the world like this. Even the black witches’ vampires had managed to keep themselves concealed when stealing away humans.

      If someone had told me that my own son would be the first vampire to break this code of secrecy, I would have thought them mad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 6: Rose

        

      

    

    
      I took Caleb to visit Corrine and Ibrahim in the Sanctuary first thing the next morning. To my relief, not only had the two of them come to, they were walking around their home as usual.

      It was Corrine who answered the front door. As soon as she laid eyes on me, her face lit up. She flung her arms around me and pulled me in for a tight embrace.

      “Rose, my darling. We have so much to catch up on. You must tell me everything.”

      And so we sat in her living room for the next few hours. I recounted all the details of my story to her, and I was stunned as she told me her tale. I was furious at how the white witches had treated their own kind, and I felt incredibly guilty that they’d gone through all that suffering just because they’d been trying to find me. Once we were caught up on each other’s stories, I reached for Caleb’s hand. Corrine had warmed up to him considerably during the course of our conversation.

      Standing up, I unbuttoned his shirt and slid it off his shoulders so Corrine could see the damage that had been done to him by the South American thugs.

      Her eyes widened as she moved closer to the vampire and looked over the wounds. “These bullets are lodged deep,” she murmured. She shot a look at me. “You might not want to be here to watch this, Rose.”

      “I’m staying,” I said firmly.

      “Okay.” Corrine sighed and led us to her spell room. She cleared the long wooden table in the corner and placed a plastic covering over it. Grabbing a cushion from one of the chairs, she placed it at the edge of the table as a pillow. She gestured for Caleb to lie down. He lifted himself up and stretched out. I walked to the edge of the table and stood by his head.

      “We’ll work on the chest area first, then the shoulders and back,” the witch said. She grabbed a bottle of bright blue liquid and began dabbing it over Caleb’s wounds with a cotton swab.

      Corrine looked down seriously at Caleb. “Now, this could be quite painful. Do you want me to give you some kind of painkiller to make it more bearable?”

      “I’ll be all right,” Caleb muttered.

      I looked at the sharp metal tools Corrine had started pulling out of a drawer and wiping down with the blue solution. She must have caught my expression, because she smirked. “Don’t look so scared, Rose. This procedure looks more primitive than I intend it to be. I’ll mix up a potion that will help the bullets loosen from the flesh and slide out easily. These tools are mostly to help lift them out.” She walked over to me and gripped my hand. “I’ll make this as quick for your man as I possibly can.”

      I walked with the witch over to the sink and watched as she began pulling bottles of colorful ingredients off the shelves and mixing them up in a small brown cauldron. She brought the mixture to a boil quickly, then muttered a few words to cool it. We walked with the cauldron back over to Caleb. Setting it down next to her tools, she disappeared from sight for a moment before reappearing with a long, white sheet. I helped her spread it out over Caleb.

      As she set to work, I mostly couldn’t see what she was doing because she was deliberately using the sheet as a shield. But it pained me every time Caleb’s jaw clenched.

      I stood behind his head and pressed my palms against his forehead, gazing down into his warm brown eyes.

      Corrine glanced up at me with an amused expression. “Judging by the look on your face, anyone would think that I was working on you rather than Caleb. Don’t you trust me, honey?”

      “I do trust you, Corrine,” I said. “I just…”

      I just hate watching Caleb suffer more than he has already.

      Although I didn’t say the words out loud, Caleb smiled, his eyes lighting up. He reached up a hand and brushed it against my cheek.

      “Hey,” he said. “I’m fine.”

      I caught his hand and kept hold of it until Corrine laid her tools down and looked up at us again.

      “Okay, that’s the chest area done,” she said. “Now we’ll just wait a few minutes for Caleb’s natural healing capabilities to kick in and close the open cuts I’ve just made…”

      After two minutes, she lifted the sheet off him. Caleb propped himself up and we both stared down at his chest. Gone were the dark shadows, and in their place were light scars where his skin had just closed over. My eyes fell on a pile of bloody bullets gathered up in a ball of tissue next to Corrine. I shuddered. “Thank God those are out of you.”

      “Now let’s finish the rest,” the witch said.

      Caleb rolled over on his stomach as Corrine repeated the same procedure on his back and shoulders. Time seemed to pass quicker this time. Perhaps it was Corrine finding her stride and feeling more confident with the procedure, but it felt like less than ten minutes before she lifted the sheet again and showed me the bullets she’d removed.

      “There,” Corrine said, smiling. “You’re a new man, Caleb.”

      I handed Caleb his shirt as he sat up. After looking himself over, he began buttoning it up.

      “Thank you, Corrine,” he said.

      Corrine reached up and ruffled his hair. “Don’t mention it.” She threw me a wink.

      Even though her hands were still bloody, I threw my arms around her and kissed her cheek. “Thank you.”

      “Off you go now,” she said after returning my kiss. “Ibrahim and I have some catching up to do. We were unconscious for God knows how long.”

      As we walked toward the exit of the witch’s home, we passed Ibrahim in the corridor, still wearing his navy pajamas.

      “Bye, Ibrahim,” I said, giving him a hug. “We’re heading out, but Corrine wants you. She’s in the spell room.”

      “Try to stay out of trouble this time, Rose,” he said, rolling his eyes and closing the door behind us.

      I looped my arm through Caleb’s as we stepped out into the courtyard and made our way toward the woods. “I was going to suggest we stop at my parents’ place for breakfast. What do you think?”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      To speed up our journey there, Caleb ended up carrying me again. I’d grown so used to feeling the bumps beneath his skin even when he was wearing a shirt, it was odd to feel his shoulders and chest so smooth.

      A delicious smell of fresh pancakes drifted through the kitchen window as we arrived up on the veranda. I guessed my mother had been expecting me to show up for breakfast. But I was surprised by the state she was in as she opened the front door for us. She looked… exhausted. She had dark rings beneath her eyes, the tip of her nose was red and her eyelids were puffy.

      “Mom?” I asked, taken aback. I reached my arms around her neck. “What’s wrong?”

      She hugged me tight before stepping aside and allowing Caleb and me entrance. She still didn’t answer even as she led us into the kitchen. My eyes fell on my father, who was sitting at the table. He also looked exhausted.

      “You two look awful,” I said, looking from one to the other. “What’s the matter?”

      “Take a seat,” my father said. His voice sounded even deeper than usual.

      Caleb and I drew up a seat opposite him as my mom placed a tray in the center of the table containing a jug of blood, a flask of orange juice, and four glasses. She reached for the counter and placed cutlery and a plate of berry pancakes in front of me.

      “What?” I asked, my patience wearing thin.

      My mother sat next to my father as they both exchanged glances.

      “Eat something first,” my mom said, looking at me with concern.

      Although the last thing I felt like doing was eating, I obeyed her and quickly finished the plate of pancakes. Caleb had downed a couple of glasses of blood by the time I’d finished.

      “Now?” I asked, my eyes wide with question.

      My mother heaved a sigh as my father cleared his throat. “Your mother would have preferred to not tell you this yet, but I thought it best we stop hiding things… We received news about your brother last night.”

      I leapt up from my seat. “And?”

      “He was caught on camera attacking a human,” my father replied heavily. “It’s been broadcast everywhere, all over mainstream media.”

      I felt like throwing up. “What? Where is he?”

      “The footage was taken in Chile. But that was a while ago. We don’t know where he is now.”

      I gripped the edge of the table so hard my knuckles whitened.

      “There’s also something else we should have told you before,” he said. “But please sit down, Rose.” Caleb guided me back down into my chair before my father continued. “Before he left, there was an accident… he killed Yasmine. That was the catalyst, I believe, for his decision to leave.”

      “Yasmine,” I gasped, clasping a hand over my mouth.

      It was so much to take in at once, my head was reeling. My father reached across the table and squeezed my hand. It took a few moments before I could compose myself enough to speak again. “What… What’s going to happen to him? He can’t take animal blood… what choice does he even have except to kill?”

      “Either he’ll decide he wants to turn back into a human and make his way to The Shade, or he’ll have to find another way to overcome his nature. But he left us a note requesting that we don’t follow him.” My father looked at me pointedly. “So don’t even think about trying to escape this place again to look for him.”

      I still couldn’t believe this was my brother they were talking about. It seemed like a different person. I respected my parents’ request that I not watch the footage because quite frankly, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to handle it. Hearing about it was one thing, but seeing it would be entirely another.

      I sat with my parents for the next hour, attempting to recover from the shock and keep my breakfast in my stomach.

      When there were no more questions I could think to ask, my parents stood up.

      “You two can stay here if you want,” my father said, “but your mother and I need to pay a visit to Mona and Kiev now.”

      I didn’t feel like staying in the apartment. It reminded me too much of my brother and felt so empty without him here. So Caleb and I left through the front door along with my parents. When we reached the forest floor, we parted ways.

      Caleb and I walked along in silence for a while as I tried to find a way to drag my mind away from my brother. It would be easy to allow myself to worry and stress about him all day, but I realized I had to adopt the attitude my father had. I had to believe in Ben’s ability to survive and in his strength of will to make the right decision even in the darkest hour.

      The problem was, I didn’t feel I even knew this new Ben. I hadn’t been there to see him after he’d first turned.

      I just had to pray that he’d find himself again.

      Caleb squeezed my hand. “For what it’s worth,” he said, “I noticed the strength in your brother from the little time I spent with him. I agree with your father. I believe he’ll find his way.”

      “But what if he doesn’t?” I asked, my voice constricted as I spoke my worst fear before I could stop myself.

      Caleb stopped walking with me and held my head in his hands. “Don’t fear what-ifs, Rose. You’ll drive yourself insane.”

      I took a deep breath as he let go of me and we continued walking. He was right, of course.

      Determined to make a more concerted effort to change the subject, I said, “Let’s go to the sunny beach. It’s the weekend and there will be people there I’d like to introduce you to.”

      I was right in my guess that the beach would be packed. It usually was on Saturday mornings. Humans liked to soak up the sun before it got too hot. Vampires often went along too and sat beneath wide umbrellas.

      As the forest ground gave way to sand, I cast my eyes up and down the shore. Sticking to the shade created by the trees that lined the beach so the sun wouldn’t touch Caleb, we headed toward the crowds. The first people we came across were Abby and Erik. They both sat opposite each other on deck chairs, covered by large umbrellas. They appeared to be deep in conversation, but Abby leapt up as soon as she saw me.

      “Hey, Rose! How are you?”

      I swallowed hard, trying to make my smile appear genuine. “I’m fine.” I tugged gently on Caleb’s arm. “I’m just introducing Caleb to people who haven’t met him yet. This is Abby and Erik, Caleb.”

      “Hi, Caleb,” she said.

      “Hi,” Erik said, turning around to face us.

      “Nice to meet you,” Caleb replied.

      We left Abby and Erik to their conversation and continued moving. My eyes fell on a sight that brought a full grin to my face. Griffin and Becky, on a sheltered deck chair about ten feet away. She was sitting on top of him, her legs spread either side of his waist as they made out. I was cautious about interrupting them, but Griffin noticed us before we could back away.

      “Hey, Rose.” He smiled sheepishly, wiping shiny pink lip gloss from his mouth with the back of his sleeve.

      Becky hurried toward me and hugged me. “I missed you!” she squealed. “We all have.”

      “I missed you guys, too,” I chuckled.

      “What happened to you?” she asked.

      I groaned internally. At some point, I knew I would have to repeat the whole story to everyone but I wasn’t in the mood to do it now.

      “Honestly, Becky, it’s such a long story. We should all get together one of these nights around a bonfire and I’ll tell you everything in one go.”

      She looked disappointed, but nodded. She glanced up at Caleb.

      “This is Caleb… my boyfriend.”

      “Oh, hi, Caleb.”

      Caleb was already acquainted with Griffin so, after exchanging a few more words with the couple, we continued moving.

      Next, we reached a larger cluster of deck chairs. Among the familiar faces were Anna sitting with baby Kiev, Ariana, Jason, Kyle, Claudia and Ashley. As we approached closer and I got a better look at Anna’s older children, Ariana and Jason, I gasped. They’d turned into vampires too.

      They all turned round to face us as we walked up to them. They hugged me one by one, and I officially introduced Caleb. I stopped in front of Ariana and Jason, staring at them.

      “You turned! How come?”

      “It was because of our blood,” Ariana said. “My parents were scared we might have the same type of blood as yours and be at risk of being targeted by the black witches.”

      “Wow… How are you finding it?”

      Jason and Ariana exchanged glances.

      “It’s okay, I guess. We’ve gotten used to it better now,” Ariana replied.

      “Thanks to me,” Claudia blurted out with a smirk.

      My gaze fell on the short blonde vampire.

      “It’s true.” Anna chuckled. “Ariana and Jason went to stay with Claudia and Yuri immediately after turning.”

      “I did such a good job with them,” Claudia continued, “Yuri’s really having to scrape the barrel now for reasons why we can’t have a baby.”

      I giggled. This was news to me that Claudia even wanted a baby. They’d both have to turn back into humans like my aunt and uncle.

      We spent another fifteen minutes or so walking along the beach, greeting all those who were resting in the shade before we reached the end of the beach and turned to walk back into the forest. But just before we left the borders of the sand, there was a thudding of footsteps behind us.

      I turned to see a group of a dozen human girls—most of them classmates of mine—racing toward us. They were all in swimwear and dripping wet, having just climbed out of the sea.

      “So the rumors are true,” Silvia announced, narrowing her eyes on me. “Rose finally got herself a guy.”

      All eyes fixed on Caleb as they looked him over from head to foot.

      “Oh, my.” Jessica winked at me. “Good choice, Rose. He’s a real hottie.”

      I giggled at the bemused look on Caleb’s face as he was being examined by my teenage girl friends like an exhibit.

      “His name is Caleb,” I said.

      “Well, if you ever grow tired of Caleb, please send him my way,” Lucy gushed.

      I reached my arms around Caleb’s neck and kissed his rough cheek. “You’ll be waiting an eternity, Lucy,” I whispered, though I spoke the words more to Caleb than Lucy. He chuckled softly.

      I managed to disperse the crowd after Caleb endured a further ten minutes of their banter. We moved back into the darkness, walking along in mostly silence as we enjoyed the peace and quiet of the forest. I could see Caleb’s head was still spinning. The Shade was so different from where he was used to living for the past God knew how many decades of his life. He was still taking it all in.

      We reached the clearing in front of the Port. I led him toward it and stopped just before the jetty.

      “You remember what happened here?” I asked quietly.

      His jaw tensed. “How could I forget?”

      I walked along the wooden floorboards and stopped right at the end of the jetty. My stomach clenched just at the remembrance of that night he’d left me, the night I was so sure I would never see him again. “The last words you spoke to me here, that night… You said you didn’t belong in my world.”

      He cleared his throat as he stood next to me. Reaching for my hands, he held them gently and gazed into my eyes. “I’m still not sure that I belong in your world, princess.”

      “Then whose world do you belong in?”

      He furrowed his brows, then averted his gaze to the ocean. Letting go of my hands, he lowered himself to the floor and sat down, his feet grazing the waves. I sat next to him, studying the conflicted expression on his face.

      “I suppose,” he said finally, “since the night I turned into a vampire all those decades ago, I haven’t been used to the feeling of belonging. Every place I stayed was just somewhere I could survive.”

      I swallowed hard. The distant look in his eyes was tearing me up.

      “I hope we can change that, Caleb,” I managed. “I really do.”

      He wrapped an arm around me and pulled me onto his lap. Facing forward, my back against his chest, I felt him let out a quiet sigh against my neck. We fell into silence as we both gazed out at the dark waves.

      After half an hour had passed, I was about to suggest we get up when Caleb pointed toward the ocean. Easing me off him, he stood up and stared into the distance.

      “What?” I asked.

      “A submarine is coming our way.”

      Excitement and apprehension coursed through me at once.

      Ben! Could he have decided to return?

      Standing as close to the edge of the jetty as I could without falling off, I strained to see what Caleb was looking at. Only once the vessel came within twenty feet of us did I finally spot its shadow beneath the water.

      I held my breath as the black submarine surfaced and, a few minutes later, the hatch opened. A dark-haired head emerged, and I was about to scream out my brother’s name, but as the head raised fully, I gasped.

      “Uncle?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 7: Micah

        

      

    

    
      I remained hiding among the rocks at the base of the castle long after my wolf form had disappeared. Without my thick coat, I was shivering in the snow, but I just couldn’t bring myself to return to the boat. Not after hearing Rhys mention leaving for The Shade.

      After his conversation with the female died down, I kept my attention sharp, hoping that he might start up another conversation and I’d be able to glean more information. But hours passed and, although there were other conversations, none of them were of interest.

      I huddled into a crack between two boulders in an attempt to at least escape the biting wind. It worked, but the icy damp continued to seep into my bones. It was torture, waiting for endless hours in the snow. Once I’d lost all feeling in my limbs, I suspected that if I wanted to survive, I’d have to return to the boat to warm up, at least for the time being. But then night fell outside the island’s boundary and I turned into a wolf again, immune from the cold.

      Yet another night was spent straining to hear anything that could give me a clue as to Rhys’ plans. But again, I failed. When I did hear Rhys speak, it was usually related to his injury. It wasn’t until I’d turned back into my human form again and, in the early-morning hours, was close to being forced to return to the boat that I finally heard what I’d been waiting for.

      “Arielle,” he murmured. “Gather together the vampires. I’m ready.”

      “Should I give them any explanation, or would you like to do that yourself?” a female voice asked.

      There was a pause before Rhys answered, “You can just tell them that the time has come for us to take over The Shade. I’ll give them more information if and when required.”

      There was the sound of a door clicking open and another female voice spoke—Julisse’s. “The rest of our witches have just arrived through the gate. They’re waiting in the apartment below.”

      “Good,” Rhys said. “Isolde, take one last look at my palms before we leave, will you?”

      “Yes,” another voice replied. “The balm is all off. Your powers should now be as they were before.”

      “So, if all goes according to plan, we should be ready to start the final ritual in three days. Once I’ve dealt with Mona and we’ve secured the island, Julisse and Arielle will head up choosing those with the choicest blood. We’ll perform the blood rites for three nights in a row.”

      “The third night, I’ll bring Lilith to the island,” Isolde said.

      “And by the fourth day,” Rhys continued, his voice almost trembling with anticipation, “Lilith will be gone.”

      “Should we not have someone stationed in The Sanctuary to make sure Lilith didn’t sacrifice her life for nothing?” Julisse asked.

      Isolde scoffed. “Trust me, Julisse, even in the human realm, we’ll all know if it has been successful.”

      “Our dear friends in The Sanctuary won’t know what hit them,” Rhys said quietly. “The wave of rage will sweep through their every home and street, until every witch not aligned with the Ancient’s cause is either punished or resurrected to the true path of our kind.” Rhys paused, letting out a dry chuckle. “It’s easy to argue about what the Ancients might or might not have wanted. It’s easy to squabble over the texts the Ancients left for us. Quite another thing entirely to be standing in front of one and still trying to deny their instructions.”

      “It will be a bloodbath,” Julisse said, apprehension in her voice.

      “And long awaited,” Isolde said. “But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. If the rite fails, we will be back to square one—and this time without Lilith. We’ve got only one shot at this. Failing is not an option.”

      As the conversation trailed off, my stomach was in knots. Although much of what they were saying was a mystery to me, I understood enough for their words to terrify me.
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      Sitting with Derek in the mountain cabin Kiev and Mona were staying in temporarily, I found my jaw was on the floor as they recounted all that had happened since leaving the island. But almost more than the witches’ deceit, I was shocked at what Kiev had been willing to sacrifice to reclaim Mona. I knew Kiev loved her, but I hadn’t understood the extent of that love until today.

      As our conversation came to a close, we watched as Mona applied a strong-smelling ointment around his closed wound.

      “Will you be able to replace Kiev’s arm?” I asked.

      “Even my magic has limitations,” Mona replied, grimacing. “Kiev’s arm is still trapped somewhere at the base of the Adriuses’ palace in The Sanctuary—that’s if Hagatha hasn’t devoured it already. The most we can do is fix Kiev up with a prosthetic arm.”

      Once Mona was finished with him, Kiev stood up from his armchair and walked over to the window, stretching out his remaining arm and rolling his neck. I was surprised by how nonchalant his attitude was to the whole affair of his missing arm. He seemed almost disinterested.

      Mona shot a worried glance his way. “How are you feeling, Kiev?” she asked.

      He turned around and walked over to her. Lifting her chin upward, he planted a kiss on her lips.

      “I’m fine,” he said.

      I almost jumped as a banging sounded at the door. Since I was closest to it, I stood up to answer it. My voice caught in my throat at the sight on the doorstep.

      Standing next to my daughter and Caleb were Vivienne and Xavier. I stared at them, blinking. They looked so different with their sun-kissed skin and glowing complexions.

      “What are you doing here?” I gasped.

      Derek shot to his feet and pulled the door open wider behind me. His breath hitched as he stared at his sister and brother-in-law.

      “Vivienne!”

      She rushed forward and flung herself into her brother’s arms. They entered the cabin with us along with Rose and Caleb.

      “I had a vision, Derek,” Vivienne said, her forehead creased with worry.

      “But why are you here? I told you to stay away. Why couldn’t you call me? You left with one of the charmed phones.”

      Vivienne’s cheeks flushed as she exchanged glances with her husband. I wondered why they looked so embarrassed all of a sudden, though I wasn’t left wondering long as Xavier replied, “That’s what we were going to do, but… uh… something happened to the phone.”

      “Huh?” Derek turned on Xavier. “What?”

      “We thought we’d lost it at first,” he said, “but after searching the apartment, we realized we’d… uh, been a little too hasty the night before out on the veranda. Long story short, we found the phone at the bottom of our pool.”

      Derek breathed out sharply in frustration, running a hand through his hair. “You should have taken a backup with you.”

      “Well, we didn’t. And we’re here now,” Vivienne said, sitting down on the couch and pulling her brother down with her. “I need to talk to you.”

      Everyone took seats around Vivienne and listened with bated breath as she began to tell us about her vision. She looked traumatized as she recounted it, as though she was reliving it all over again.

      “What do you think it means?” Derek asked.

      “I think it means we need to be prepared for an assault by the black witches,” she said, her breathing uneven. “We’ve suspected all along that this was what they were planning, but with their failure to keep hold of Rose… I think they’re just going to cut to the chase now.”

      My eyes travelled to Mona. The blood had drained from her face as she stared at Vivienne.

      “Prepare,” the witch murmured. “If they’re going to attack, I’m not sure there’s much we can do to prepare. The protection that’s around the island right now is the strongest that I’m capable of. If they…” Her voice trailed off as she swallowed hard. “Put it this way: if they bring all of their most powerful witches, there’s only so much pressure I’ll be able to stand before I break.”

      Derek stood up and began pacing up and down the room. “So we need to assume that they’ll break through within a few minutes, perhaps a few hours, of them launching an attack. Is that accurate?”

      “It’s impossible to say,” Mona said.

      “We need to call a meeting in the Great Dome with all the council members,” Derek said.

      “I’ll go gather them,” Kiev said. “I could do with the exercise.”

      Mona didn’t look happy about Kiev leaving, but he left the cabin before she could protest.

      “Our first priority is to protect our most vulnerable,” Derek continued. “Our humans. We’ll inform all of them of this threat we suspect is looming, and all those who wish to leave us will be shipped away. Those who wish to stand by us and weather the storm should be evacuated into the innermost chambers of the Black Heights. Then we’ll have to figure out how the rest of us can best prepare for their arrival.”

      “Their weakness is in their palms.” All eyes shot toward Caleb as he spoke. “Damage them, and they’re stripped of their powers—at least, temporarily.”

      “But after we injured Rhys,” Rose said, “I doubt they will fall for the same trick easily.”

      “Oh, not easily,” Mona said.

      “At least we have Corrine and Ibrahim returned to us,” I said. “After you, Mona, they’re our two most powerful witches.”

      “Their powers won’t be a lot of use against the likes of Rhys’ kind,” Mona replied. “Though of course, we need all the help we can get…”

      “Caleb and I can start alerting and rounding up the humans,” Rose said, shooting to her feet and catching Caleb by the hand. “As soon as we’re done, we’ll meet you in the Great Dome.”

      She didn’t wait for our answer. The two of them slipped out of the cabin, closing the door behind them. I considered going with them to help out, but I trusted my daughter could manage it with Caleb. Besides, Derek needed me by his side now.

      “Let’s head to the Dome,” he said. Everyone stood up and motioned to follow him out the door. But he stopped just as his hand closed around the handle. He turned round to look at Vivienne and Xavier. “I suppose the two of you weren’t away long enough to… accomplish what you set out for.”

      To my surprise, Vivienne’s and Xavier’s ashen faces lit up.

      Vivienne bit her lip, blushing. “You suppose wrong, Derek,” she said.

      Derek’s eyes widened. “A-Are you sure?” He moved closer to her, placing his hands on her shoulders.

      She nodded. “We’re both quite sure. You’re going to be an uncle.”

      Derek pulled Vivienne into an embrace, joy filling his eyes.

      “Oh, Viv!” I gasped.

      I hugged her once Derek had let go of her. Beaming, Derek slapped Xavier on the back. “Thank you, my friend,” he said. “You’ve just improved my day considerably.”

      Xavier grinned. “Really, Derek. The pleasure was all mine.”
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      Once the conversation with Rhys had finished, I didn’t have long to decide on my next move. They were gathering vampires and witches to join them, that much I knew. But how exactly were they going to travel to The Shade? Would they just vanish themselves there or would they pile into vessels and travel? The latter made more sense to me. After all, the vampires would need some place to stand while the witches worked on penetrating Mona’s spell.

      But I couldn’t be sure. And I only had one shot at making it out of here with them. I couldn’t mess this up. So I bet on the latter, and began to race back down the mountain toward the island’s harbor with as much speed and stealth as I could manage.

      On reaching the jetty, I noticed several submarines that hadn’t been here when I’d left for the castle. I looked from the submarines to the boat I had travelled here on. A boat was clearly easier to escape from. If I got detected hiding in one of the submarines, I’d be trapped inside the metal container, whereas at least boats were above water and I could smash my way out without too much difficulty. But would they choose to take a boat over a submarine?

      I had no idea. As my body began to transform back into my humanoid form, the trees rustled behind me. I was running out of time. I didn’t have time to wait and see which vessels they chose, or I would end up being left behind. So I leapt into the nearest vessel to me—the yacht. I hurried down beneath the deck, hoping the witches had brought it back here because they intended to use it. I entered the bathroom and, closing the door behind me, slipped into the narrow closet beneath the bathtub where I’d hidden before.

      Now all I could do was wait.

      I breathed out a sigh of relief when footsteps sounded on the deck above. The yacht sank slightly as more and more people boarded the yacht. My breath caught in my throat as I heard people descending the stairs. I barely dared breathe as they passed outside the bathroom door.

      I was beginning to relax a little as the footsteps disappeared down the corridor when the doorknob rattled. I clasped my hands over my mouth and nose and remained deathly still, trying to avoid making even the slightest noise.

      The door creaked open and steps sounded on the floorboards a few feet away from me. There was a sharp burst of water as the tap turned on and off. Then cupboards began to open and close.

      “Roman,” a male voice called. There were more footsteps as another person entered the room. “Do you smell that?” he asked.

      The two men sniffed the air. “I smell… wolf.”

      Oh, no.

      I guessed that these must be vampires to sense me locked up in a cupboard… or perhaps they were sensing me when I’d stayed down here before, even in my wolf form. To my horror, the door of my closet banged as someone kicked against it. I gripped the handle and pulled it toward me, even though I had locked it. It was a flimsy lock by any standards, and wouldn’t last five seconds with any real pressure from a vampire.

      I grabbed the handle and pulled it toward me. He tugged again, harder. My grip loosened. One more tug from him, and it would pop right open.

      “What are you doing down here?” a shrill female voice called. It sounded like Julisse. “Everyone is supposed to be above deck.”

      The vampire trying to break into my cupboard loosened his grip and stepped back.

      “Why do we smell wolf, Julisse?”

      “Because there was a wolf traveling on this boat with the Novak girl before we hijacked it,” she said impatiently.

      I thanked my stars as they all left the bathroom and closed the door behind them. A few minutes later, I found myself once again being slammed about in the cabinet as the yacht began traveling at supernatural speed.

      We just need to get beyond the boundary, and then I can get away from these people.

      There was no window in this bathroom that I could smash, but there were windows in the bedrooms a few doors along. I just needed to dart in there undetected, smash through, and escape. Somehow, I was confident that I’d manage it. I just had to hope that nobody else would come down here in the meantime. And that, once I did escape, I’d be able to reach The Shade in time to at least warn the people there what was happening… not that I was sure there was much we could do about it even if I did manage to reach the island in time.
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      Caleb and I quickly reached the Vale’s town square. Jumping off his back, I gripped the ladder leading up to the bell tower that stood in the middle of the ornamental fountains and started to climb. I arrived at the top and grabbed the rope attached to the huge metal bell. I tugged on it as hard as I could. My eardrums stung as the bell’s ringing pierced the air. I kept ringing until the square was packed with humans who’d hurried out of their homes.

      I lowered myself a little, stepping down from the bell, but remained high enough on the ladder so I could take in the whole crowd. There were many more humans who weren’t here yet, of course. But with the help of everyone here, we’d be able to quickly gather everyone together if they listened.

      “I’m sorry for the disturbance,” I shouted down as loud as I could, my voice echoing around the square as the humans’ anxious eyes fixed on me. “But The Shade is in grave danger. My father is expecting an attack by the black witches any time now. By now, you should all be aware of the power and ruthlessness of these witches. We still don’t know what they want with us, but if they manage to break through Mona’s spell, it’s safe to assume that nobody will be safe. With this in mind, each and every one of you must decide if you still wish to remain in The Shade.” I paused, resting my voice for a few seconds, my throat dry from shouting. “Here’s what needs to happen. First and foremost, I need you to help me gather every single human on this island and bring them to the clearing outside the main entrance to the Black Heights. Once you do this, we’ll give you time to decide whether you want to leave, or stay with us and weather the storm. But until then, I need your help.”

      People began to shout questions up at me, but now wasn’t the time for answers. Not yet.

      “Guys, please,” I bellowed, my voice straining from the pressure. “First do as I’ve requested. Direct everyone to the clearing—bring with you only your most valuable possessions. I’ll expect everyone there no later than an hour from now. Please, don’t be late.”

      I was relieved when they obeyed. The crowd dispersed quickly, and I climbed back down toward Caleb. I leapt onto his back again and wrapped my arms around his neck.

      “We need to help in herding them all,” I said, breathing heavily.

      Caleb and I spent the next hour speeding around the island, doing our best to make sure no human was left behind. As the hour was drawing to a close, we headed toward the clearing. I was relieved to see it teeming with humans. There were so many here, not all of them even fit in the large clearing. Many found themselves being pushed into the shade of the forest. I took in a deep breath as Caleb and I made our way through the crowd toward the entrance of the Black Heights. Caleb climbed up the side of the mountain, high enough so that we were clearly visible to everyone who’d gathered here.

      The sheer mass of people here was daunting to my already hoarse throat. I wasn’t used to this. I needed a loudspeaker or something…

      Caleb seemed to sense my hesitation. “What is it you want to say to them exactly?” he asked.

      “I need to explain again about the black witches, for those who didn’t hear it. And then tell them that they have twenty minutes to make a decision whether or not to leave The Shade. Those who wish to leave should remain here in the clearing, while those who wish to stay should walk through the entrance into the Black Heights.”

      Caleb nodded, and then his deep voice began booming across the clearing, explaining what I’d just told him. I was shocked at how loud his voice was.

      After he’d finished, predictably, the crowd broke out in questions again.

      “We don’t have time to answer everyone’s questions one by one,” I said, my stomach clenching at all the fearful faces. “We’re going to have to just answer some general ones, and hope that satisfies most people. Firstly, explain how they will leave The Shade.” I had to pause for a moment to think of this answer myself. I didn’t know how my father was planning to handle this, so I told Caleb what I thought was most logical. “We have witches who can help with that. We’ll send those who want to leave out with a group of witches. Their memories will be erased. They will have no recollection of their time spent in The Shade, but they’ll be left with enough money to last them until they’re reintegrated into society.”

      Caleb nodded and, once again, acted as my mouthpiece.

      The crowd murmured amongst themselves at his words.

      “Next,” I continued, “tell them we don’t know how long they will need to remain within the mountains, because we don’t know exactly when the witches will come. For all we know, it could be days, or it could be weeks. But Vivienne suspects it will be sooner rather than later. So at least for now, we have to play things safe. Food and water will be provided in ample quantity, so they need not worry about this.”

      Once Caleb had finished explaining, I said, “Finally, tell them if anyone wishes to take this as an opportunity to turn into a vampire, they can. Those who wish to do this should head immediately to the Vale, and we’ll arrange for a mass turning.”

      Hopefully, my parents would be all right with this. I just felt like we ought to offer them this option, given the danger we were now up against.

      The crowd seemed satisfied with the answers we’d provided for now, and the next twenty minutes everyone spent discussing among themselves. I felt bad forcing them to make such life-changing decisions within minutes, but none of us knew how much time we had, and we couldn’t afford to have our humans caught out in the open if there was a sudden attack as Vivienne was fearing.

      As twenty minutes came to a close, people began hurrying into the entrance. I caught sight of Anna passing by us, holding baby Kiev in her arms, while Kyle walked by her side. Ariana and Jason, although vampires, followed behind them.

      “Kyle,” I said, “Would you manage the doors? You know where the keys are stored?”

      “Of course, Princess,” he replied.

      “You’re human too, Rose,” Anna said, looking up at me with concern. “You should also get yourself inside.”

      I shook my head. “Not yet, Anna.”

      She threw me a pleading gaze before entering the mountain with her family. Humans continued to pile into the entrance for the next half an hour, and by the time the crowd had completely dispersed—although I’d caught sight of a handful heading toward the Vale—I was shocked to see not a single human had remained in the clearing. Not even Yasmine’s family.

      I stared at Caleb, who looked just as surprised as I felt.

      I looked out at the clearing again, barely believing my eyes.

      How could they all remain so loyal to this island, even in the face of such danger?

      It was at that moment that I realized just how much The Shade meant, not only to vampires, but to every single one of us.

      The Shade was our home.

      A place we would fight for.

      A place we would die for.
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      The boat stopped moving. My back dropped down against the floor of the closet. After a minute, footsteps began to sound above deck. I hardly dared to breathe as I tried to make out the whispered conversations that had started going on upstairs. So many people were talking at once, it was hard to make out the individual dialogue. However, as the conversation died down, there was one thing I heard loud and clear.

      “We all know our roles. Let’s go.”

      A crash echoed down from above and the boat began to rock.

      What are they doing?

      I expected for a moment that the boat was going to start spinning again, but as shouts began to erupt on deck, I realized that something very different had just happened. Something, it seemed, not quite planned by the black witches.

      A deafening creak rang through the frame of the vessel as it jerked downward. I pushed open the closet and climbed out. To my shock, a pool of water had already formed across the bathroom floor. Water was spilling through the cracks around the door. I hurried toward it and gripped the handle, pressing my ear against the wood. The shouts and crashes were now more muffled. That meant only one thing: the boat was sinking.

      I now had no choice but to open the door and fight to escape the yacht. Either that, or wait and get dragged down to the sea bed. For the first time in a long time, the black witches weren’t the greatest of my worries.

      I pulled open the door, only to be sent flying back against the far wall of the bathroom as a wall of water crashed down over me. Struggling against the force of it pulling me downward, I fought to the surface to gasp for air. This room contained no windows I could smash to break free, and it was filling up rapidly. If I didn’t make it out of the door in time, before the water reached the ceiling, I’d be trapped without oxygen.

      Kicking with as much strength as my legs could muster, I struggled to reach the exit once again. Gripping hold of the doorframe, I pulled myself out and began swimming down the corridor—now also completely submerged in water.

      I needed to get to a window, fast.

      I had no choice but to open my eyes. The sea salt stung like needles pricking my eyeballs. Fighting to keep my lids open, I swam into the closest bedroom to me. I glimpsed a shaft of natural light spilling through the window in the far corner, though as the boat sank further beneath the waves, it was getting dimmer and dimmer by the moment.

      Battling with heavy furniture blocking my way, I managed to reach the window. Balling up my fists, I smashed them against the window. The glass was tougher than I’d expected. It took several attempts before it finally cracked. My knuckles stung as the glass ripped through my skin. I closed my eyes and ducked down toward the floor of the cabin as the shards swept toward me. Pushing myself back up, I gripped hold of the window frame. I feared for a moment that it was too narrow for me. But, although it meant enduring more cuts from the jagged frame of the window as I narrowly squeezed through it, I finally managed to escape into the ocean.

      Swimming to the surface, I gasped for air. I wiped my eyes and looked around.

      All around me was utter chaos. Balls of red fire blurred my vision as they shot through the air from all directions. Black witches hovered over the waves while vampires splashed within them. I strained to see whom they were battling, but as I looked further toward the direction their curses were flying, I caught sight of a line of witches, stretching out as far as I could see, their bodies forming a barrier as they shot curses back toward the black witches and vampires.

      Their colored clothing was distinct from the black witches, who wore only black garb. I could only assume that these were white witches. And if The Shade was beyond the barrier they’d formed, as I suspected…

      A ball of fire shot toward me. I ducked beneath the water, narrowly missing it as it skimmed the waves above me.

      The white witches are protecting The Shade.

      I had to get away from this patch of sea as fast as I could—away from the black witches and their vampires, before somebody noticed me.

      But where do I swim? Do I risk drawing closer to the white witches?

      How am I ever going to reach the island now?
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      My joy at discovering my sister was pregnant soon turned to anxiety as we made our way toward the Great Dome.

      “You shouldn’t be here, Vivienne,” I said, gripping the handle of the Dome’s heavy door and pushing it wide open. “You’re too vulnerable. Now you’ve delivered your message, I want the two of you to leave again. Take two phones with you this time and return to Greece. We’ll call you once things have died down.”

      “We just got here,” Vivienne said. “I really don’t want to leave you again, brother. Not now that—”

      “But now you have more than your own desires to consider.” My eyes lowered to her stomach. “If something happened to you, I’d never forgive myself.”

      As we all took seats around the grand table, Vivienne sighed. “Then we’ll stay just a couple of days before heading back.”

      I shook my head. “I want you to leave no later than tonight.”

      Vivienne exchanged a reluctant glance with Xavier. “Okay,” she said. “If you insist, we’ll leave tonight.”

      I gripped her hand and placed a kiss on the back of it. “Thank you,” I said.

      Averting my attention away from my sister, I took in all the members of the council who’d gathered around the table to meet with us. Satisfied that everyone was present, I began.

      “Black witches,” I said, grimacing. “That’s what we’re up against now. My daughter and Caleb are dealing with our humans. In the meantime, we need to formulate a combat strategy. The only weak point we know of in these witches is their palms. Damage them badly enough and they lose their powers.”

      “I am the only one here who can truly rival a black witch in terms of strength,” Mona said. “But there’s only so much pressure I can handle. If more than one black witch attacks me directly, which I suspect they will, I won’t be of much use once they’ve broken through my barrier. So you can’t rely on me. Nor can you rely on the other witches present on this island, whose powers are far less than mine.”

      “So each and every one of us needs to be prepared to tackle a witch head on,” I said.

      A deathly silence fell about the hall.

      “But these witches,” Ashley spoke up, her voice shaky, “couldn’t they just end a vampire with a flick of their fingers? I thought we’re hardly any stronger than humans against them.”

      I was about to respond when there was a thunderous banging against the Dome’s front door.

      “Come in,” I growled.

      Two vampire guards stepped in, propping up a soaking wet man between them. His clothing was ripped and bloody, and he had a nasty-looking burn on his chest.

      “Micah?” Saira gasped. She was nearest to them, sitting at the opposite end of the table.

      “Witches,” he wheezed, as Saira shot to her feet and sat Micah down at the table in her place.

      I stood up and hurried over to him, and everyone followed my lead, gathering in a crowd around the werewolf.

      I bent down to his level, staring him in the eye. “What do you mean, witches?” I asked.

      “White and black,” he breathed, wincing as he tried to rip his singed shirt away from his red, raw skin. “They’re outside The Shade now, as I speak. In a battle. The white witches are protecting The Shade.”

      White witches? Protecting The Shade?

      Before I could begin to comprehend the werewolf’s words, my eyes shot to Vivienne and Xavier.

      “Forget about leaving tonight,” I said urgently. “You must leave this instant.”

      “No,” Micah rasped behind me. “You… me… we’re all trapped now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 13: Xavier

        

      

    

    
      The moment Micah said those words, I knew what had to be done and from the look in Derek’s eyes, so did he. I didn’t bother to explain to Vivienne what I was doing as I scooped her up in my arms and hurried out of the Dome. I darted away from the small clearing outside the building and into the woods, where I ran as fast as my human legs could carry me.

      “Xavier,” Vivienne said. “Where are we going?” Worry choked her voice as she tightened her arms around me.

      “As far away from the shore as possible,” I murmured.

      I focused all my energy on my speed and didn’t talk to my wife again until we’d arrived outside the entrance to the Black Heights. Clutching the handle, I attempted to pull it open. It was locked. Putting Vivienne down on the ground, I pounded against the wood.

      Five minutes later, the bolt was drawn, and I was met with a familiar face. Kyle.

      “Xavier? What are you doing—”

      “No time to explain now, Kyle.” Picking up Vivienne again, I hurried with him along the lantern-lit tunnels. I began to lose count of how many locked doors Kyle had to open as we moved deeper and deeper into the bowels of the mountain. Each barrier had been charmed by our witches for extra protection in case of an emergency like this, and if I remembered correctly, there were only three sets of keys that could open them.

      Eventually, I began to hear sounds of humanity. I pushed open an old oak door to find us in one of the communal chambers. Previously a dungeon, it had been converted into a living area. I spotted Anna sitting on a couch with her baby. I was relieved to see her—I couldn’t have thought of a person I’d rather leave Vivienne with than her.

      Her face lit up as we approached. I set Vivienne down on the couch next to her.

      “Vivienne’s pregnant,” I said immediately.

      “Oh, congratulations!”

      “She needs to stay here with you. Will you fix her up with a room?”

      “Of course,” Anna said. “I—”

      “Xavier.” Vivienne frowned at me. “What do you mean, fix me up a room? You’re human, too.”

      I shook my head. “Not for long.” I took a step away from her.

      “Xavier, no. Wait—”

      “You’ll be safest here, darling.”

      She leapt up from the seat and threw herself into my arms. I felt her tears against my skin as she buried her face in my neck. Gripping her face, I kissed her passionately.

      “Please don’t leave me,” she gasped, clasping the collar of my shirt.

      “I’m not leaving you, Viv,” I said, my eyes boring into hers. “We’re just going to be apart for a short while.”

      She closed her eyes tight as she clung to me.

      “Baby,” I whispered into her ear, closing my hands gently around her fingers. “Please let me go. I can’t protect you or our child while I’m a human. And your brother needs all the help he can get.”

      Breathing out sharply, she ran her fingers through my hair and pulled me down for another long, hungry kiss.

      “Okay,” she said finally. “Just, please… be careful.”

      I pressed my lips against her forehead, then, lowering myself to my knees, I kissed her stomach through her dress. I stood up again, looking into her eyes one last time before backing away and hurrying out of the chamber.

      It was with a heavy heart that I exited the Black Heights, escorted by Kyle, and began to consider whom to approach to turn me back into a vampire.

      For now, our honeymoon was over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 14: Rose

        

      

    

    
      After we’d locked up the humans securely in the Black Heights, it was time for Caleb and me to deal with those who’d opted to turn into vampires. I hadn’t been able to count how many had chosen this route as they were leaving the clearing, but when we arrived in the town square, I was surprised by the number. There were just over a dozen in total. I’d have thought more would take this opportunity to turn.

      Still, this was a lot of new vampires to handle. Although they were often harmless for the first few hours as the transformation took hold, and normally just needed to be locked up in a room with a bed until their fangs started to poke through, Caleb and I would need help in carrying all these people somewhere safe, and then at least three vampires ought to stay with them to make sure their turning went smoothly.

      I stayed with the humans while Caleb ran back into the woods in search of help. He returned a few minutes later with five vampire guards and, to my surprise, Griffin. They approached me and looked over the humans.

      “We need to find the best place to do this,” I murmured. “It has to be somewhere they won’t get in the way, but they also need to be safe.”

      “We could just do it in one of the penthouses,” Griffin said. “Mine, even. My parents are in the council meeting, but I’m sure they won’t mind.”

      “Okay,” I said, glancing at Caleb. “Let’s do this.”

      We hurried to Griffin’s treehouse with the humans. As we walked through the front door, the humans stood huddled nervously in the center of the living room.

      “Let’s hurry,” I said. I looked at the humans. “You all know how this works by now, right?”

      They nodded, although they didn’t look any less anxious.

      “So, who wants to go first? Seven of you, please step forward.”

      “Wait, Rose,” Griffin said. “I can help look after them, but I’d rather not turn anyone. I’m still a young vampire myself.”

      “Okay,” I said impatiently. “Six of you.”

      Six humans shuffled forward after a moment’s pause.

      “You can just lie down on the floor,” Griffin said. “We have a bunch of spare bedrooms, though not enough to hold all of you. Some will have to share.”

      The humans lay down on the floor before the vampires. I stood next to Caleb as he knelt down before the young man, Nolan, who’d chosen him as his turner. I’d never actually witnessed a turning close up before, so I watched with morbid fascination as Caleb took a deep breath and leant toward Nolan’s throat. Groans sounded around the room as each of the vampires sank their fangs into flesh.

      When Caleb surfaced, his mouth dripping with blood, his eyes appeared darker than I was used to. I hurried into the kitchen and grabbed a roll of tissues. Ripping one off, I walked back to him and wiped down his mouth. He staggered back and leaned against the wall, staring at Nolan, who was beginning to writhe on the floor.

      Griffin walked up to Nolan and, picking him up, carried him off toward one of the spare bedrooms.

      I frowned at Caleb. “Are you okay?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      Once all the turning humans had been carried out of the living room, we had to start turning more. This time, it was a middle-aged woman named Roxanne whom Caleb ended up digging his fangs into. As he drew away, he had the same expression on his face—almost shocked at what he’d just done.

      When the rest of the humans were being carried away, I caught his hand and squeezed it. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m okay, Rose. I just haven’t turned a human in a while. To infect someone with this curse… it’s a strange feeling.”

      We didn’t have time to discuss it further as Griffin and the guards returned to the room. I was just glad for the reassurance that Caleb was all right.

      “We’ll stay with them here,” Griffin said.

      “Okay,” I said. “Caleb and I need to go. I told my father we’d meet him in the Great Dome after we finished with the humans.”

      We bade farewell and hurried down to the forest ground. I climbed onto Caleb’s back and he was about to launch into a sprint when I caught sight of Xavier hurrying our way.

      “Hold on, Caleb… Uncle?”

      “I heard there’s a mass turning going on?” Xavier said. His face was pale, his lips dry and cracked.

      “Yes, we just came from there. Up in Griff’s place. You’re going to turn?”

      He nodded grimly as he looked up toward Griffin and his parents’ penthouse. “I’ll see you later then,” he said, walking toward the elevator.

      As Caleb and I continued on our way toward the Dome, I couldn’t help but wonder how long it would take Xavier to return to his normal self. Since this wasn’t his first time turning into a vampire, I assumed that the transition would be easier and he wouldn’t have to wait long before he was in control of himself.

      I let out a sigh. Although I couldn’t fault my parents for wanting to be cautious after what had happened to my brother, I couldn’t deny that all this turning going on around me made me feel like turning myself. I hated the idea of being forced to wait within the Black Heights—which I was sure my parents would insist on soon enough. I was a Novak. Sitting still during a time like this just felt like something I was biologically incapable of.

      On arriving at the Dome, I was shocked to see it completely empty.

      “Where could they have—?”

      Before I could finish my question, Caleb pointed to a note on the table. I stared at it over his shoulder as he picked it up. There were only a few words, scrawled in my mother’s handwriting:

       

      “Caleb:

      The black witches have arrived.

      Lock Rose in the Black Heights with the others.”

       

      I stared disbelievingly at the note.

      To my horror, Caleb’s grip around my ankles tightened as he rushed out of the Dome and into the forest, back toward the mountains.

      “Wait! No, don’t…” I struggled to loosen his hold on me as I attempted to jump back down to the ground, but he was relentless.

      “Rose,” Caleb said, “you’ve seen your mother’s request. You should listen to her.” He swung me off his back and, holding me against his chest instead, tightened his grip on me as he continued sprinting forward.

      “No, I just want to… agh, please. Let go.”

      “Just want to what exactly?” He glared down at me.

      “I-I… Oh, damn it.” Exhausted from trying to fight Caleb’s heavy grip, I stopped struggling. “I just want to help,” I said, panting.

      “You know what your blood means to these witches by now,” Caleb said as he raced forward full speed again. “If you want to help your kingdom, you’ll keep yourself as far away from those witches as possible.”

      Although I knew he was speaking sense, those were the last words I wanted to hear right now. Still, I wasn’t sure how to argue and there was clearly no way he was letting go of me until he’d planted me firmly inside the mountain.

      As we reached the end of the forest and approached the clearing in front of the Black Heights, I asked, “And what are you going to do?”

      “Your parents need all the help they can get,” he said. “I’ll be fighting.”

      My throat felt dryer suddenly. I tightened my grip around his neck as he knocked on the door. Footsteps sounded and Kyle appeared behind it. He didn’t look surprised to see me as he allowed us entrance and closed the door behind us. We passed charmed barrier after barrier as we moved deeper into the mountain. Finally, when we reached the main living area, Caleb set me down on my feet.

      “Your aunt’s here with Anna,” Kyle said. “Come with me and I’ll take you to them.”

      Kyle was trying to distract and lure me away like a child, but I stared at my boyfriend.

      “Please, Caleb,” I said, trying to steady my voice, “Make it back to me.”

      Caleb dipped his head down and caught my lips in his. I closed my eyes, wishing time would just freeze and I could be lost in that moment forever. But then he let go of me and stepped back.

      “I’ll try, Rose,” he said, his intense brown eyes fixed on me.

      My heart pounded in my chest as I watched him leave the room.

      I cast my eyes around the cavernous chamber. My mother’s words finally sank in. A hollow feeling welled in the pit of my stomach.

      The black witches have arrived.

      They’re probably attacking The Shade at this very moment.

      And I’m stuck in here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 15: Derek

        

      

    

    
      Lining up on the beach, staring out toward the ocean, we all watched the battle unfolding with a mixture of astonishment and horror.

      A barrier of white witches stretched out just beyond The Shade’s boundary for as far as I could see. And further in the distance a dark cloud of black witches hovered over the water. Balls of red, white and blue fire lit up the sky like fireworks as either side shot curses at each other.

      The black witches were grossly outnumbered, but even in the few minutes that we’d been watching two white witches had fallen, whilst the black witches appeared to be unscathed.

      “They’re protecting us because they have as much to lose as we do if they take over The Shade,” Corrine muttered. “If the black witches manage to penetrate the island, it will only hasten the demise of The Sanctuary.”

      Of course, I didn’t need Corrine to tell me that they weren’t protecting us out of the goodness of their hearts. Anything the witches of The Sanctuary did could be traced back to one selfish agenda or another.

      “Given the number of white witches,” I said, “how long do you reckon we have before the black witches break through?”

      Corrine and Mona exchanged glances. “It’s impossible to say,” Mona said. “There are many white witches here now, but I don’t know how strong their endurance is… I wouldn’t count on much more than a day.”

      A day.

      Sofia gripped my arm. “We need to stop watching and start preparing,” she croaked.

      I looked around at the crowd of vampires, werewolves and witches who’d gathered to watch the scene with us. “Gather round,” I called.

      As everyone drew closer, Caleb approached. Seeing that he’d arrived without my daughter, I assumed he’d heeded Sofia’s request. I raised a brow in question. He nodded.

      Knowing that our daughter was now within the mountain was at least somewhat of a relief.

      “According to Mona,” I began, “we have at most a day before the white witches’ defense caves in. We must assume the worst-case scenario, that Mona’s spell will fail, and we need to prepare for the battle that will follow.”

      Ashley repeated the question she’d asked me back in the Dome before Micah had entered and interrupted the meeting.

      “Battle, Derek?” she said. “Don’t you mean bloodbath? How are we any match for these witches?”

      I turned on the blonde vampire. “We’ve faced many opponents in the past whom we’ve been no match for.” I was about to name the Elders as one example, but stopped myself as I recalled how she’d lost Sam to them. “And we’ve weathered many a storm before now.” I raised my voice, glaring at each and every one of the island’s oldest and most loyal allies, daring them to refute it. “What we lack in brute force, we make up for in guts and grit. We are warriors of The Shade, and we’ll do what we have always done… Survive.”

      The crowd fell into a hushed silence, the sounds of the battle going on outside pervading the atmosphere once again.

      “Is anyone in disagreement?” I shouted.

      When nobody responded still, I said, “Then we begin. Eli, Caleb, Aiden and Mona—I appoint you four in charge of strategy. Lead everyone to the Armory and start preparation. Think on the best armor and weapons, and make sure we have enough to go round. Then begin training. I suspect Xavier will be joining you soon, too.”

      “What about you, Derek?” Aiden asked, frowning.

      “I’ll be preparing a weapon everyone seems to have forgotten about entirely.”

      Sofia’s eyes shot toward me. “What?”

      I couldn’t stop a small smile from curving my lips as I said, “Me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 16: Sofia

        

      

    

    
      My eyes were glued to Derek as everyone else obeyed his command and hurried toward the Armory.

      I clutched his hands. “You’re going to take the cure? Are you serious?”

      He nodded. Dragging me along behind him, he began hurrying away from the beach.

      “How do you know that your fire powers will return even if you do become a human again?” I asked.

      “Why shouldn’t they? Being a vampire is the only thing that’s stifling them. My ability to conjure up walls of fire just might give us the edge we need.”

      I remembered his powers, of course, and I realized how invaluable they might prove, but that didn’t banish the fear that gripped me at the thought of my husband undergoing the cure again. I shuddered just remembering how painful it had been.

      “But didn’t it take us at least a day last time when we took the cure? Counting up the time we spent in the pit, and then recovery time with the help of the witches… What if you didn’t even recover in time?”

      “That’s a risk I’m willing to take, and why I need to enter the Pit immediately.”

      “Then why are we headed toward the Sanctuary? Don’t we need to fetch immune blood from the cooling chambers?”

      “Corrine usually keeps a small stock in her potion room and her home is closer than the cooling chambers.”

      Since Corrine and Ibrahim had gone to the Armory along with all the other supernaturals on the island, we found the witch’s temple empty. The door was unlocked, thankfully, so we walked right inside and headed to the potion room. Derek had been right. There were half a dozen vials of blood in the drawer beneath her sink. Derek grabbed a couple and opened each of them up, sniffing them just to be sure. The scent was unmistakable. We raced out of the witch’s temple again and made our way toward the dreaded Pit.

      We stopped outside the gate leading up to it. Twisting open both vials, Derek downed them in a few gulps. He looked down at me reproachfully. “You don’t have to put yourself through staying with me, darling.”

      “You must be joking,” I said, pulling him down toward me so I could kiss his lips. “I’m not budging from here until you’re back in my arms.”

      He didn’t argue, probably because he saw there was no point. Letting go of me, he walked slowly toward the gate. Gripping the handle, he creaked it open. I caught sight of his brilliant blue eyes one last time before he slammed the gate shut.

      As my husband began to groan, I leaned my back against a tree trunk and slid down to the ground. As always, this was going to be a long, agonizing wait.

      The only thing I could comfort myself with was the fact that Derek had taken the cure before and pulled through it without complications, as had many other vampires on the island. Yes, it was a dangerous and potentially fatal procedure, but this time should be no different from all the others.

      I couldn’t have been more wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 17: Caleb

        

      

    

    
      I was surprised that Derek would place me so quickly in such a position of responsibility. I supposed he thought it would be valuable to have someone in charge who’d witnessed a black witch’s palms being damaged firsthand.

      After Derek gave the word, we rushed everyone to the Armory. The hall was far too small to hold the entire crowd, so we gathered everyone outside in the training grounds. Eli, Aiden, Mona and I stood in a circle.

      “The first thing we ought to do is make sure everyone understands the witches’ weakness.” Aiden fixed his attention on me. “Would you like to brief them all, Caleb?”

      I gave him a curt nod and cleared my throat. I leapt up onto the roof of the Armory and stared down at the sea of faces. I briefly recounted the incident with Rose and Rhys on the circus boat. Even as I spoke, it felt strange to have all these strangers accepting me as an authority so readily, when only a short while ago they must have perceived me as an enemy.

      I climbed back down and turned to face the other three once I’d finished.

      “As for weapons,” I said, “first and foremost, everyone should be equipped with a gun. Anything that can’t be used long distance won’t be of much use.”

      We entered the Armory with the rest of the witches accompanying us and began gathering together every gun in the building. To my dismay, most turned out to be UV guns.

      “These only work on vampires, right?” I asked, picking one up and examining its barrel.

      Eli shook his head. “The type we have will cause damage to anything you shoot at.”

      Mona levitated the huge pile of guns along with several crates of ammunition out into the center of the training fields.

      “Arm yourselves, everyone,” Aiden shouted.

      “Hey, Caleb.”

      I spun around to see who had called my name. It was Micah. He ran up to me and gripped my hand.

      “What happened to you?” I asked.

      “Long story, my friend,” he muttered darkly. “I’m glad you and Rose made it back here safely.”

      “How are the wounds healing, Micah?” Lucinda, one of the witches, asked.

      “They’re healing well, thanks. I’m strong enough to help fight.”

      Lucinda frowned. “I wouldn’t recommend that just yet…”

      Micah grimaced and waited for the witch to pass by before clutching my shoulder. “I’m going to help fight these bastards if it’s the last thing I do.”

      With that, he stepped back and walked toward the pile of weapons, which was rapidly diminishing as everyone hurried forward to collect theirs.

      “It looks like we’re ready for armor now,” Eli said, looking around the crowd.

      I turned around toward the entrance of the Armory in time to see Mona and three other witches walking out from it, this time with a huge pile of steel armor. Again, it was placed on the field.

      Mona addressed the entire group of witches who hurried toward her. “Every single person joining in this battle must have their armor checked by us. Not all the pieces will end up fitting everyone, so we have to make adjustments quickly.”

      Corrine breathed out, rubbing her forehead with her palm. “There are so many of us here. Let’s hurry.”

      I watched as the witches began mingling with the crowd, tugging on helmets and chest pieces to check their fit. Of course, I doubted this armor would do much to protect against a curse from one of these black witches, but I guessed it was better than nothing—especially if the witches brought their vampires in along with them.

      “What about you?” Aiden walked toward me from my right. He was already dressed in armor—his helmet tipped back as he loaded up a heavy gun.

      “Right,” I said. I’d been focusing so much on others, I’d forgotten about myself. I was about to go fetch a gun when a thought struck me. “The ogres. Are they still in their caves?”

      “I assume so,” Aiden replied.

      “Then we ought to send someone to bring them further inland. They shouldn’t be so close to the ocean.”

      “I’ll ask Saira,” Aiden said and hurried away.

      “No, Kiev!” Mona’s voice rang through the field, drawing my attention toward her. I stared at her in the heat of an argument with a one-armed vampire. “Not like this.”

      Kiev scowled. “Then give me the prosthetic.”

      “There’s no time for that now. Just go lock yourself in the mountain with the others.”

      Kiev looked as though he’d rather lose his other arm than do that. “There’s no way you can stop me from fighting, Mona. Hurry up with the prosthetic, or I will fight without it.”

      She gaped at him in exasperation, then, heaving a sigh, gripped hold of his shoulder and vanished from the spot with him.

      Approaching the now-small pile of guns, I picked up one of the last and began loading it. As I looked round at the inhabitants of The Shade helping each other with their armor—some clearly couples, others just friends—I couldn’t help but be struck by how different this island was to the one I’d once referred to as my own. I wasn’t used to such… unity. Camaraderie. Back on my frozen shores, relationships barely existed. Everything was clinical—even when vampires went out on missions together, we cooperated only to get the job done. I’d almost forgotten what it was like to experience fellowship. The last time had been, I supposed, when I’d been part of the crew on one of my father’s ships.

      I still wasn’t sure I’d ever stop feeling like the black sheep on this island, but at that moment, something stirred within me that I hadn’t felt in a long time. And I realized there wasn’t anyone I’d rather die alongside than the lionhearted people of The Shade.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 18: Sofia

        

      

    

    
      When Derek went quiet after less than an hour, my heart leapt into my throat.

      I thought at first that perhaps I’d just lost track of time, but when I checked my watch, I realized that wasn’t the case.

      I jumped up and pressed my ear against the gate. “Derek?” I called.

      No answer.

      This was far too soon for the cure to have worked. Of all the vampire-human turnings I’d witnessed, the fastest had been four hours. He should have still been groaning.

      Pulling down the handle, I swung the gate open.

      “Derek!” I gasped.

      He was lying on his stomach, motionless on the ground. He’d removed his shirt, and his back looked like something out of a horror movie. Every part that I could see was red raw and his flesh was hissing and bubbling, as though he were being fried by the sun.

      This can’t be happening.

      The sun dug into my skin as I hurled myself toward him. I didn’t even take time to check his pulse or if he was still breathing. My brain was foggy with panic. I tried to grip a part of him that wasn’t so brutally damaged, but now that I was closer, I realized that even his underarms—which weren’t being directly exposed to the sun—were almost as bad as his back and shoulders. As I closed my arms around his waist, his skin felt loose and baggy, and it was so baking hot, I was burning just touching him.

      Heaving with all my strength, I dragged him across the ground and pulled him back into the darkness of The Shade, slamming the door closed behind us. I rolled him onto his back, and almost screamed when I caught sight of his face. It was practically unrecognizable.

      “Derek,” I whispered, my heart hammering against my chest. I tried to detect any sign of breathing.

      There was nothing.

      “Derek!” I screamed.

      No. No. This can’t be happening. This can’t be.

      Clearly, he was still a vampire. The immune blood hadn’t worked. It was supposed to protect him from getting baked by the sun, but Derek’s vampire body had been assaulted by the sun’s rays.

      I had no idea if mouth-to-mouth resuscitation would help to get him breathing again, but I was desperate. I closed my lips around his singed mouth and breathed heavily.

      Come on, my love. Come on.

      His skin was so loose around his lips, it felt in danger of ripping off just as I breathed into him.

      The minutes that followed were the most torturous of my life. When he still wasn’t coming to after dozens of heavy breaths, terror seized me and I began to believe that I’d actually lost him.

      But then, like a blessing sent from heaven, a violent shudder ran through Derek’s chest. He raised his head off the ground, coughing and spluttering.

      Tears streamed down my cheeks as his eyes opened. I wanted to hold him in my arms, but I couldn’t without causing him more pain.

      I shot to my feet. “Wait here, my love. I’m going to get Corrine. We’re going to fix you. J-just stay right here.”

      I launched toward the forest and ran faster than I ever had before. I arrived at the Armory within minutes and spotted Corrine and Ibrahim in a corner with Mona.

      “Corrine!” I screamed. A look of alarm spread across her face as she looked at me. “I need you now! And Ibrahim, you too!”

      Ibrahim and Corrine ran toward me. “Vanish us to the Pit now,” I said.

      I was relieved to see Derek sitting up as we approached.

      “Good grief!” Corrine said.

      “What happened?” Ibrahim asked, as the two witches bent down next to Derek and began examining him.

      “The cure didn’t work,” Derek rasped.

      “He took two vials of immune blood we found in your drawer,” I said.

      “Lie back down, dear,” Corrine said to Derek. She looked up at me. “Let’s take him back to the Sanctuary.”

      I gripped Ibrahim’s shoulder as we all vanished from the clearing and reappeared in Corrine’s potion room. Ibrahim cleared the table and I helped him lift Derek onto it.

      I walked over to Corrine, who was standing over a cauldron, tipping in ingredients and stirring them vigorously. She looked at me. “From what I can tell, even the skin that wasn’t exposed to the sun is damaged. You’re going to need to strip your husband and pour this entire cauldron over him. The liquid should reach every part of him.”

      “Okay.”

      After she’d finished mixing in the ingredients together and brought it to a boil, she lifted the heavy cauldron off the stove and placed the handle in my hands.

      “Ibrahim and I will wait outside, in case you need help.”

      I stared down at the simmering liquid. “But this is boiling hot. I can’t possibly pour this over Derek.”

      “It has to be hot, or it won’t work. Unless you want me to waste time explaining why, you need to just trust me on this, Sofia.”

      I gulped, nodding.

      They left Derek and me alone in the room.

      I placed the cauldron down on the stone floor as I helped Derek sit up and remove the last of his clothes.

      “Okay. You need to stand in the center of the room.”

      I drew up a stool next to him so I would be high enough. Then, reaching down for the cauldron, I tipped the hot liquid over his head.

      He shouted in pain as the potion hit his skin, and there was a disturbing hiss, but I was relieved that he remained rooted to the spot. Careful not to miss any part of him, I poured the potion until I’d emptied the last drop.

      Once I was finished, he staggered toward the wall and, arching his back, leaned his palms against it.

      “Christ,” he panted. “That hurt.”

      I approached him cautiously, eyeing his body. I was relieved to see that, as the liquid dripped off him, his skin was beginning to become recognizable again. I leaned my shoulder against the wall, staring up at his face. Before my eyes, the fried loose flesh was vanishing and being replaced by smooth, pale skin.

      “Thank God,” I murmured.

      Once the potion appeared to have finished its work and every portion of skin had replaced itself, I picked up a clean white towel hanging over the back of one of the chairs and tied it around his waist.

      “Does it hurt still when I touch you?” I asked anxiously.

      He slowly placed his palms on either side of my face. “No,” he said. “It doesn’t.”

      I wrapped my arms around him and hugged him tight. “You have no idea how terrifying that was, Derek.”

      There was a banging at the door before he could answer.

      “Are you finished in there?” Corrine called.

      “Yes,” Derek said, his voice still hoarse. “You can come in.”

      Corrine and Ibrahim reentered the room. Corrine walked up to my husband and circled him, examining his skin closely.

      “Good,” she muttered. “I’m sorry it was painful. The potion had to be hot to stimulate your body’s natural healing capabilities into high gear.”

      “That’s all right,” he said, stretching out his arms and eyeing them. “I’m just thankful you were able to sort me out… But why didn’t the cure work?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” she replied, shrugging.

      “That immune blood in your drawer, it’s not diluted or anything?”

      “Oh, no,” she said. “If anything, it’s a higher potency than the blood in the cooling chambers.”

      “Then how could this have happened? The cure’s worked on me before.”

      “Maybe that’s the reason,” Ibrahim said.

      “What?” Derek asked.

      “This was the second time you took the cure,” Ibrahim said. “It could be that you’ve developed a slight immunity to it. Perhaps a higher dosage of immune blood was required.”

      We all stared at Ibrahim as we took in his words. Although I was curious, asking these questions was wasting time. We’d attempted the cure and it hadn’t worked. We couldn’t afford to waste more time. Our people needed us in the Armory.

      “Then let’s try that,” Derek said, just as I was about to suggest we leave. “I’ll take ten times the dosage this time and see if that works.”

      I gaped at my husband. “Are you insane?”

      “Yes,” he said impatiently, “but that’s beside the point. If there’s a chance more immune blood will bring back my powers, this is a risk we should take.”

      “Forget it,” I said, stamping my foot on the ground. I gripped his arms and glared daggers at him. “You are not putting yourself—or me—through all that again.”

      “I could go in with Derek,” Ibrahim said.

      I whirled around to face the warlock.

      “I’d wait with him and watch closely to see if it’s working,” he continued. “If he starts showing signs of burning, I’ll assume the experiment failed and I’ll drag him straight out before he gets too damaged.”

      “It will be okay, Sofia,” Derek said.

      I looked reluctantly at my husband.

      “Okay,” I scoffed.

      After the state I’d just seen him in, even with Ibrahim with him, I didn’t want Derek going within two miles of that damn pit again.

      Still, I trusted Ibrahim, and there wasn’t much of an argument against it.

      “Okay.” I heaved a sigh. I looked down at my watch. “Then we need to hurry. We’re running out of time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 19: Rose

        

      

    

    
      As I sat with Vivienne, Anna and Ariana in one of the small private rooms, I tried to lose myself in conversation. We all tried. But every word we spoke was just an attempt to distract ourselves. Every sentence sounded forced. None of us could stop thinking about what might be going on outside the Black Heights as we sat here in the quiet of the mountains’ chambers.

      I managed to remain seated for a few hours in their company until finally I could bear it no longer. I stood up and stretched my legs, feigning a yawn. I looked down at my aunt leaning back in her chair.

      “I’m sure I won’t be able to, but I’m going to try to sleep,” I said. “It will be less painful… and I do still feel pretty sleep-deprived.”

      Vivienne looked at me doubtfully. “Where are you going to sleep?”

      “I spotted a spare room on the level above us. There might even be a spare mattress up there.”

      To my dismay, she stood up and held my hand. “We’ll go together. I’d also like to try and sleep.”

      “O-okay,” I said, fighting to hide the disappointment in my voice. Clearly my aunt was already suspicious of my intentions—not that I had any right to blame her for it—so now I had no choice but to play along. I forced a smile. “That will be nice, actually, to have someone else for company.”

      We said goodbye to Anna and Ariana before leaving the room. Walking along the corridor toward the flight of stairs that led up to the next floor, I hoped that there was indeed a spare room up there somewhere.

      Vivienne slipped an arm around my waist as we climbed the staircase. “I’m proud of you, Rose.”

      I winced internally. I wished she would have saved that statement for a later time.

      “I’m not sure why,” I muttered.

      She raised a brow. “I’m sure most young women your age wouldn’t have managed to survive what you have… at least, not with their mental faculties intact.”

      I gave her a funny look. You don’t know they’re still intact, was what I wanted to say. But now wasn't the right time for this joke considering what I was planning.

      We reached the upper floor and began to walk along the corridor. We passed locked door after locked door. What was I thinking? Every human on this island was locked within these mountains now. It was unlikely we’d find a spare room without venturing further up. I was about to suggest we keep climbing to the next level when Vivienne pointed to a door at the end of the hallway. It was ajar. We walked up to it and Vivienne knocked. When nobody answered, she cautiously pushed it open.

      “It’s empty,” she said, lighting up one of the lanterns fixed to the wall.

      I walked inside after her and looked around the room. It was about the same size as the one we’d just left. There was a chair in one corner and three single mattresses spread out on the floor.

      “Perfect,” she said, sighing and lowering herself onto one of the mattresses. She patted the one next to her, indicating that I do the same.

      I flopped down onto it, spreading out my legs and looking up at the dark stone ceiling. Vivienne did the same, resting her hands over her stomach. Now I just had to hope that Vivienne would eventually grow tired enough to fall asleep.

      “Have you and Uncle Xavier decided what you’ll name the baby if it’s a girl?” I asked, running a hand gently against the side of her belly.

      She nodded, her face lighting up. “We talked about it on the journey back here. If we have a girl, we both love Aurora.”

      “Aurora,” I repeated, listening to the name roll off my tongue. “I love it! And if you have a boy?”

      Vivienne smirked. “Xavier and I had a disagreement on that. He likes Leo, while I love Isaac… Which do you prefer?”

      “Leo Novak. Isaac Novak. Hmm. I gotta say, I’m leaning toward Xavier’s choice on this. Leo… it’s just such a kickass name.”

      She frowned at me in mock disdain. “Well, Anna and Ariana prefer Isaac.”

      “Have you asked my dad yet?” I narrowed my eyes on her. “I’ll bet you a hundred dollars he’ll prefer Leo.”

      “Then I’ll ask your mother instead.” She winked at me. Then her expression became more serious as she chewed on her lower lip. “Leo. It’s just too fiery. Our son will have Novak blood running through him as it is. The least I can do is give him a name that’s a little more… relaxed.” She paused, letting out a yawn. Her eyelids flickered shut for a few moments before opening again.

      “Let’s try to sleep, Viv,” I said, taking advantage of the pause in the conversation.

      I turned onto my side, facing her, and watched as she mirrored my action.

      “Honestly,” she said, “I didn’t think I’d be able to sleep when I was downstairs sitting in that chair. But now I’m lying down…” She yawned again. “Maybe it’s this pregnancy making me feel exhausted.”

      “Then rest,” I whispered.

      She reached for my hand and held it. As she closed her eyes, an expression of worry settled in on her face. I knew she was now imagining what I was trying not to imagine. I closed my own eyes and kept as still and quiet as possible until, finally, I was confident that sleep had claimed her.

      Her grip on my hand had slackened, so it wasn’t difficult to detach myself from her. As I slowly sat up in bed and cast my eyes toward the closed door, I could only feel thankful that Vivienne was no longer a vampire. Her hearing wasn’t nearly as sharp. If I was careful enough, I might just be able to escape without disturbing her.

      Opening the door as quietly as I could, I stepped out into the corridor and pulled it shut behind me. I knew there was no point trying to convince Kyle, or whomever else might be guarding the exit now, to let me step outside. No, I had to find another way out.

      I hurried toward the staircase and climbed up to the next floor. I kept climbing level after level. Along the way, fortunately, I only bumped into three humans who were only vague acquaintances of mine. Finally, the stairs stopped and I could climb no higher.

      I was relieved to see that this top level was less populated than the lower ones. Many of the doors were wide open. I stopped outside the last open door to my left at the end of the hallway. I stepped inside the dark, empty room and looked around.

      As children, Ben and I sometimes used to sneak into the Black Heights with our friends to play hide and seek. I was always the last to be found in those games, and nobody understood why. I’d never revealed my secret to them—the secret that used to lie within the very walls I was standing between now. Yet it seemed that my hiding place had been removed. Where there used to be an old narrow fireplace was now solid wall. The whole room looked so different than how I remembered it.

      Unless this isn’t the same room. Perhaps I’m on the wrong side of the corridor…

      I hurried back out of the room to see the door opposite me was closed. I pressed my ear against the wood, and, on hearing no signs of anyone being in there, gripped the handle and pushed it open.

      This room was almost identical to the previous room. There was no fireplace. However, there was a wide cabinet fixed into the furthest wall. I rushed over to it and crouched down. The hinges groaned as I pulled open the doors. Dust billowed into the air and it took all I had to fight off a coughing fit. The cabinet was stuffed with blankets. I pulled them out onto the floor, revealing a spacious area—large enough for me to crawl into—and charcoal-black stone walls. I climbed inside and, tucking my legs beneath me, looked directly upward. There was a narrow hole where the ceiling should have been, and a thin metal ladder leading upward.

      My suspicion had been correct—the fireplace had been removed, and the cupboard built in its place. However, from the darkness of the tunnel, it was clear someone had also blocked off the opening at the top of the chimney—it used to open up at the top of a cliff. Still, gripping hold of the rusty ladder, I began to climb.

      I kept going long after my hands became sore from the metal. I didn’t stop until the top of my head brushed against a ceiling. It was pitch black now. Looking down, I could only vaguely make out the light emanating into the room downstairs from the corridor outside. Holding onto the ladder with one hand, I reached up to push my palm against the ceiling with the other. To my surprise, it was slightly crumbly. I’d expected to feel the same stone that constituted the walls and all the other ceilings in this place. Whoever had sealed the hole had done it with clay. I wondered just how deep the layer was.

      My brain whirring, I descended the ladder and looked around the room. My eyes fell on the only portable metal object in the room—a lantern hanging from a hook on the door. I pulled it down and examined its base. There was a sharp ridge running around the bottom of it. I had no idea whether this would do the job, but there was only one way to find out. I climbed back up the ladder with it. Reaching the top, I brushed back the hair from my face with one hand and tipped the lantern upside down. And then I began to scrape.

      Slowly but surely, the clay crumbled beneath the ridge. Dirt fell onto my face if I looked up, so I kept my eyes cast downward as I worked. I wasn’t sure how long it took me to dig deep enough into the dirt before the small ceiling gave way, but eventually it happened. The chilly night air touched my face as I stared up at the dark sky.

      Before I squeezed myself through the opening, I climbed down the ladder one last time and crawled into the room. I walked to the door and made sure it was closed before picking up the blankets. Squeezing back into the cupboard, I brought the blankets in with me and arranged them as neatly as I could before pulling the closet doors shut and standing up to climb the ladder again. I hoped that Vivienne would remain sleeping for at least a few hours. I reached the top of the chute and hauled myself through it. I only narrowly avoided getting stuck. I wasn’t as small as I’d been the last time I’d climbed up here, and if my hips had been even slightly thicker, I was sure I wouldn’t have made it through.

      Breathing heavily, I found my footing on the rocky cliffside and stared down at the island, looking for any signs of battle. It didn’t take long for me to find them. I clasped a hand over my mouth as my eyes fixed on the shoreline in the distance. Balls of fire blazed through the air as two lines of witches faced off just outside the boundary. I scanned the mainland once again, relieved to see no signs of struggle. It appeared as though The Shade’s boundary was holding up, at least for now. I looked back at the witches. One cluster were black witches, based on their garb, while the other group looked like white witches. They seemed to be falling fast, but there were still too many of them to be our own witches. For some reason, we had outside help.

      I wasn’t sure what to do now. I would only be putting my family, Caleb and our people in more danger if I attempted to leave the mountains. I’d thought that coming up here and seeing what was going on would relieve the burden weighing down my heart. But I should have known that it would only make things worse. Now I saw for myself the threat closing in around us while I stood here powerless to help or do anything other than watch.

      But no matter how much I was called to, I simply couldn’t leave here as the weak human that I was. Even though it killed me, right now, all I could do was wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 20: Sofia

        

      

    

    
      Waiting outside the gate, I could breathe more easily now that I knew Ibrahim was inside the Pit with my husband. As the hours passed, I could shout through asking about Derek’s state and receive an immediate answer from the warlock, reassuring me that the cure was working.

      I also stepped inside briefly just for a few seconds to verify it with my own eyes. Although Derek was writhing in pain, he was clearly transforming and wasn’t displaying any abnormal symptoms.

      My breath hitched when the two men finally emerged from the gate, Derek’s arm wrapped around Ibrahim’s shoulder as the warlock supported him.

      Derek’s pallor was gone, and his skin exuded a healthy warm glow that only a human’s could.

      He stepped toward me and, placing his hands on my waist, drew me against him. He kissed my cheek, then my lips.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked, brushing hair away from his sweaty forehead.

      “Like I never want to see the sun again.”

      I turned to Ibrahim. “How long do you think it’s going to take for him to gather his strength again?”

      “It’s so hard to say. It also depends on how strong a potion he can stomach…”

      Ibrahim’s voice trailed off as Derek stepped away from us, stretching his arms and rolling his neck. Then he closed his eyes, balling up his hands into fists. We watched with bated breath as his chest began to heave.

      After all this, his powers had better still be there.

      As if on cue, Derek pointed his hands toward the ground. His fingertips began to glow redder and redder until fire blazed out from them, singeing the grass at his feet.

      His eyes were alight with triumph as he looked at us.

      “Give me the strongest potion you have, Ibrahim,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 21: Caleb

        

      

    

    
      After everyone had finished donning their armor and the witches had made sure each of us had a tight fit, it was time to return to the beach. None of us knew for certain how much longer the white witches would hold them off, but when Aiden came running toward us with a panicked look on his face and the two ogres trailing behind him, I knew that whatever time we’d thought we had had just been cut short.

      Eli and I hurried toward him as he neared the Armory. “There are now an equal number of white and black witches,” he panted. “An insane number have either fled or fallen in the last two hours. Is everyone ready?” He looked around at the crowd.

      “Yes,” Eli replied.

      “Where are Derek and my daughter? Have they returned?”

      “Not yet,” I said.

      “What about Mona?”

      Eli pointed to the witch, who was standing on the other side of the field, tightening up the armor around Kiev’s newly installed prosthetic arm.

      “What have I missed?” a deep voice boomed across the field toward us from the direction of the woods. We spun around to see Xavier racing toward us… now a vampire.

      A vampire Rose had introduced me to by the name of Landis—Xavier’s brother—ran up to him. “You recovered quickly,” Landis said, gripping Xavier’s shoulder. “We’re about to head to the beach. Grab a gun and put some armor on.” He hurried with Xavier into the building.

      Aiden turned to address the throngs of vampires and werewolves. “To the beach!” he shouted.

      Everyone launched into a sprint. Running at the head of the group, Aiden said to me beneath his breath, “It looks like we’ll just have to get started without our king and queen.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 22: Caleb

        

      

    

    
      By the time we arrived at the beach, the scene was already far worse than Aiden had described. There were only a couple of dozen white witches left.

      “Gather round me!” Mona yelled to our witches, her eyes filled with panic.

      As the vampires and werewolves lined up along the beach, Corrine, Ibrahim and the other witches huddled around Mona.

      “Lend me whatever powers you possess to help reinforce the spell,” she said, closing her eyes and reaching out her hands. The witches took it in turns to step forward and touch palms with her before they all shut their eyes tight and formed a circle.

      I turned my gaze back toward the ocean in time to see the last of the white witches cave in and vanish. Hovering above the waves like a dark cloud, the black witches swept toward the island. In a shaky voice, Mona began mumbling a chant. Sweat dripped from her forehead as her face contorted in concentration.

      I knelt down on the sand, tightening my grip around my gun as I adjusted my helmet. I stared at the black witches beginning to assault the boundary with curse after curse. I scanned the crowd until I caught sight of Rhys at the forefront, Isolde and his two sisters by his side. Rhys was the first warlock I would aim to take down, followed by Isolde. That witch, I would take particular pleasure in taking down. She had been one of the major influences on Annora.

      The next hour was passed in tense waiting. We barely dared speak to each other lest our voices disturb our witches’ concentration. As the black witches’ assault intensified, the ground beneath me began to tremble so violently I had to spread my feet out to avoid losing balance.

      Finally, Mona’s panicked voice pierced through the air. “I’m losing it!” she cried out. “Prepare yourselves.”

      Each of the warriors aimed their guns as Mona’s protective spell gave way. With a deafening crack, the black witches flew forward, crossing the boundary. I braced myself, expecting the sun’s deadly rays to come streaming down on us, but to my surprise, the spell of night remained. I couldn’t understand why the black witches wouldn’t remove that too—it would be much easier to end us vampires with the sun blinding us and digging into our flesh.

      As the witches approached within thirty feet of the shore, they all vanished at once. I staggered backward, spinning around with my gun raised. Black witches were bad enough. But invisible black witches?

      A hushed silence fell about our army as everyone wondered the same thing.

      “Into the ocean!” I yelled out. Some looked confused, but none hesitated as they hurled themselves toward the waves. At least, being submerged in the waves we’d be better able to hide ourselves. Our witches, it seemed, had made themselves invisible already.

      I was about to dive into the sea myself when I sensed a whirring near my right ear. Dropping to the ground, I pointed the gun upward and fired. There was a low grunt, and for but a second I caught sight of a short blond warlock, wincing and clutching a bloody shoulder. I lost no time in shooting toward his palm before he vanished. I remained low on the ground as I fired bullet after bullet.

      A storm of bullets went off suddenly in the water. I caught a glimpse of the surface of the waves to see vampires and werewolves being lifted out by invisible forces and dangling in midair, while I saw more flashes of injured witches as bullets made contact with their flesh.

      Something was strange about the scene. Why did the witches keep the spell of night upon us? Why weren’t they hurling curses at us? Their curses would be almost impossible to dodge while they were invisible.

      Having shaken off the blond warlock, I ran to the water and dove in. It was as I entered the heat of the struggle that the reason for their odd conduct hit me.

      They don’t want to harm us. At least, not yet.

      They’re trying to capture us.

      I knew the value their kind placed on werewolves and vampires—the type of roles we could play in their rituals. They were trying to take control with as little damage as possible. It was clear to me that this was our only advantage in this battle, and we had to play on it all we could.

      I ducked beneath the waves and emerged again beneath Saira, who was being swept into the air. Careful to avoid hitting the werewolf, I rained bullets toward the spot in the sky just above her. But my attempt at harming another witch was unsuccessful. Saira kept drifting higher and higher until she was carried away from the ocean and placed on the beach, where she struggled and twitched but was unable to move from the spot, apparently strapped down by some invisible force. Now that my gaze fell on the sand, I realized that half a dozen other members of our army had already been put there.

      I locked eyes with Aiden, who was floating a few feet away from me. “They don’t want to hurt us,” I hissed. “They want to subdue us.”

      His face tensed suddenly as he looked over my shoulder. “Duck!” he roared.

      I ducked beneath the ocean as a wave of bullets thundered above me. I surfaced again once his firing had stopped, but to my horror, it was to see Aiden being carried into the air, his gun knocked from his hands.

      “No!” I yelled.

      I let loose another storm of bullets, but Aiden continued to be swept toward the beach, where the others were being kept prisoner. My gut clenched as five more vampires nearby lifted into the air.

      They’re picking us off one by one.

      There were still enough of us flailing in the waves to make the waters foam for almost as far as I could see along the stretch of beach, but if the black witches kept up their current pace, we didn’t have a lot of time.

      I didn’t know where Mona or our other witches were by now. I could only assume they were doing their best to help us in this struggle in the ocean while maintaining their own invisibility.

      I began to regret leading everyone into the water. But it was too late for regrets. Motioning again to move closer to land, I froze as I caught sight of the shiny hulls of three large submarines approaching. As soon as they entered The Shade’s boundary, the three hatches opened and vampires began to spill out onto the roof. My voice caught in my throat as I took in all the familiar faces before my eyes finally settled on a tall, ginger-haired vampire. Stellan.

      As if the witches’ assault wasn’t enough, we now had a coven of vampires about to descend among us.

      My heart pounded as there was a loud splash behind me. Strong hands shot down into the water and closed around my ankles. I kicked violently, but it was too late. I was already being lifted out of the water, my gun shooting out of my palms and disappearing beneath the dark ocean.

      No.

      “Caleb Achilles,” a deep voice hissed above me. “I vowed you’d be the first vampire I’d seek out.”

      I didn’t need to see to put a face to that voice.

      It was Rhys.

      A burning sensation swelled around my ankles and spiked down suddenly, running down my legs, along my spine and reaching the back of my neck. It felt as though my nervous system had just been shattered. The agony was so consuming, I could barely breathe, much less yell. My attempts to break free only made me feel like a fish flailing on a hook.

      The pain subsided slightly as we reached the beach. He dropped me against the sand, where I lay, crumpled in a heap. I felt too weak to even stand. The warlock bent down and gripped my hair, yanking my head back at such an angle, I was sure my neck was in danger of snapping.

      He shoved one of his palms in front of my face. It had healed and now there was only the faintest scar where Rose had blown a hole through it.

      “You never should have betrayed us, Achilles,” he whispered.

      I couldn’t keep my eyes open as a blast of heat engulfed me. Sweat felt like it was breaking out from every pore of my skin and a heavy smoke invaded my nostrils. I was sure that Rhys was burning me alive.

      Then an alarmed shout came from my left. The heat lessened—so much so that I dared open my eyes. When I squinted through the smoke, Rhys was no longer by my side. A ball of fire at least half his size had shot him backward against the trunk of a tree, thirty feet away from me. Fighting to steady my shaking legs, I eased myself into a standing position.

      What in the world…

      A tall figure emerged through the haze of smoke. Every part of his body was covered in armor except his hands, which were glowing red. The man tipped back his helmet.

      It was the king of The Shade.

      “Derek?” I breathed.

      “That warlock—is he the one who stole my daughter?” Derek demanded, his blue eyes blazing. “Rhys?”

      He pointed toward Rhys, who was slowly getting to his feet again, a cold fury taking hold of his expression.

      “Yes,” I said, still trying to comprehend whether I was experiencing some kind of hallucination.

      Derek’s gaze travelled back to the warlock and fixed on him.

      “Wait,” I said, “You need to understand—”

      But Derek Novak didn’t want to understand. His chest heaving, he didn’t even allow me to finish my sentence before he began sprinting toward the warlock.

      He should have waited.

      Because the truth was, whatever bizarre powers he seemed to have gained, he was still no match for Rhys Volkin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 23: Derek

        

      

    

    
      Having my powers back was both strange and exhilarating. It had been twelve long years since I’d last had them, and yet now that they had returned to me, it almost felt as though they had never left.

      On seeing the warlock about to attack Caleb, I suspected right away that it might be Rhys. He fit the description my daughter had given.

      Feeling the heat building up again in my shoulder blades, I ran straight for the warlock. His dark eyes flickered in the light of the blaze of fire I’d aimed at him, the remains of which still burned at his feet. His shirt was singed and his chest was covered with a round dark burn. His eyes fixed on mine, he stepped forward, away from the tree I’d hit him against, and walked around the fading ball of fire.

      “Derek Novak,” he said softly. He brushed his hand against his chest, vanishing the burn mark instantly and replacing it with pale skin.

      I raised my palms as the heat reached them. I managed to hold in the flames until I arrived within ten feet of the warlock, but then my rage was too much to contain. I let loose. Bursts of fire shot toward the warlock. As they were about to hit his skin, he spread his own palms. A powerful burst of water shot from his palms. It formed a whirlpool in the air, twirling round and round my fire until it had engulfed and extinguished it.

      He let out a low chuckle. “You’re going to have to do better than that.”

      Reaching up for the branch hanging above me, I grabbed it and pulled myself up onto it. I aimed more flames down on him. Again, he shot out a tirade of water, rendering my fire useless.

      Backing up on the branch, I sped up and, with one giant leap, jumped from the tree and hurled myself at the warlock. I landed on top of him, sending his head crashing down against the trunk of a fallen tree. Gripping his neck with one burning hand, I flipped out a gun from my belt and aimed it at his left palm. Clearly, he hadn’t been expecting such a bold move on my part, but his surprise didn’t last long.

      Before I could pull my trigger, his hand closed around my arm. An agonizing pain spread through my body and I was forced to loosen my grip on him. He kneed me hard in the stomach and rolled over on the ground, his palms now around my neck. He screamed as I shot fire directly against his face, forcing him to loosen his grip on me. I staggered to my feet, keeping the blaze going as I stumbled back. His face was red raw as I caught sight of it through the smoke, just before he extinguished my flames once again.

      I grabbed the second gun I had in my belt and fired it. He dodged it narrowly. A hiss escaped his lips as a cold blue ball of burning fire came shooting toward me. I shot out more flames, expecting his fire to merge with my own, but it didn’t. It pierced right through my wall of flames, shooting toward my chest.

      “Derek!” Sofia screamed.

      I threw myself down flat against the sand, but I wasn’t fast enough. The ball grazed my shoulder, and as soon as it did, my body became rigid. My chest was suddenly so tight I could no longer breathe. The shock was the first thing to hit me. The agony followed shortly afterward. The area of my shoulder where his curse had touched felt like it was on fire, and the sensation soon spread toward the rest of my body.

      Two pairs of hands gripped my arms, forcing me to lie flat on my back. My vision was hazy, but I could just about make out Sofia hovering over me with Corrine and Mona.

      Mona’s hands closed around my shoulder—and as soon as she did, the agony intensified tenfold. I couldn’t help but cry out. Her hand felt piercingly cold—as though she were burning my flesh with dry ice. When she finally let go, although still in fierce pain, I was able to gasp for air.

      “Take him away, Corrine,” Mona hissed.

      My head was reeling as Corrine gripped my hand. The scene around me disappeared in a blur of colors. Opening my eyes again once the rushing air stopped, I found myself lying on the table in Corrine’s potion room.

      Sofia’s cool hands pressed against either side of my face. “What are you going to do, Corrine?” she asked anxiously.

      The witch didn’t answer. My vision was becoming more blurred by the minute.

      “He’s fading,” Sofia choked.

      More ice-cold pressure was applied to my shoulder.

      “He’s still breathing, at least,” Corrine murmured. “We have Mona to thank for that. Thank God she was nearby. Had she got to him even a few moments later, that touch of Rhys’ curse would have been fatal…”

      I groaned as she pressed harder against the wound.

      “He’ll be okay,” the witch said. “His body is just in shock right now. Mona arrested the curse before it could spread too far.”

      There was a running of water in the sink nearby.

      “Open your mouth, Derek,” Sofia said a moment later.

      I did as she requested, and I felt cool water trickling into my mouth. My throat was so parched, it hurt just to swallow, but when I did manage it, I felt less dizzy.

      “Do you want more?” Sofia asked.

      I nodded. She poured me mouthful after mouthful until I realized—despite the pain I was still enduring beneath Corrine’s icy pressure—my vision was coming back.

      Finally, I attempted to sit up. Corrine pushed me back down.

      “Not yet,” she scolded.

      “Let go of me,” I said through gritted teeth. “I need to return now.” I sat up more forcefully this time and brushed the cold compress aside.

      “Oh, yeah?” Corrine glared at me, placing her hands on her hips. “Why don’t you take a look at yourself in the mirror before you go gallivanting off.”

      Swinging my legs off the table, I planted my feet on the floor and walked toward the mirror fixed on the wall on the other side of the room. I swore beneath my breath as I caught sight of my reflection. The skin on my upper right shoulder was so badly burnt, it was charcoal black. It was thin and flaky, resembling scorched pastry more than skin.

      Sofia stood in front of me, worry creasing her forehead. She gripped my ear and tugged my head downward. “What is wrong with you, Novak?” she hissed. “This is the second time in twenty-four hours that you’ve almost gotten yourself burnt to death.”

      Extending a claw, she slit her wrist and pressed it against my mouth. Watching the mirror for any sign of improvement, I drank her blood. Vampire blood really did taste revolting compared to human blood. It was all I could do to not vomit.

      Finally, my body started responding to her blood. The black skin began to peel away and flake off as new skin grew in its place.

      “Okay, that’s enough,” I said, once there was almost no trace of black left and the pain had subsided. I lowered her wrist and pulled on the fresh shirt Corrine had laid out for me.

      “Where is Mona now?” I asked, shooting a look at the witch. As I’d lain there on the beach, I’d been half-in, half out of consciousness. I couldn’t recall all that had happened around me.

      Anxiety filled the witch’s eyes. “She’s facing off with Rhys.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 24: Mona

        

      

    

    
      My hands were trembling as I locked eyes with the tall dark-haired warlock. As soon as I’d found out that he was still alive, I should have guessed that sooner or later I’d find myself standing before him again.

      He assumed a poker face as he looked me over and began circling me slowly. It was impossible to know what was going on in that mind of his.

      The silence that followed as he continued to survey me was excruciating. I’d rather he just launched straight into an attack. Yet I couldn’t deny that, as much as I had reason to despise this man, a part of me still saw within him the boy I used to know. My best friend. Classmate. Fellow shell-collector down by the river where we used to play back in The Sanctuary.

      Now he was a dark shadow of his former self. I was shocked at how different his face looked in just the short time I’d been away from him. The black circles beneath his eyes had deepened, and he looked like he’d aged ten years.

      The finger that held Kiev’s engagement ring twitched involuntarily. I still remembered the night Rhys had proposed to me, and I’d accepted… only to stab him in the back the very next day. I’d felt a crushing guilt about it at the time, even though I’d known that marrying him would be like marrying death. Truth be told, I still felt a twinge of guilt when I recalled the way I’d played on his emotions and then betrayed him in the worst possible way. The joy in his eyes that night I’d accepted his proposal… I’d never seen him happier in his life. And then the next morning once he’d found out about my deceit, I’d never seen him look so crushed.

      I drew a deep breath as I tried to steel myself against my emotions. If I had any hope of surviving this, I knew I had to.

      Rhys chose the path he’s on. Nobody forced him to join the black witches. And nobody forced him to treat me the way he used to…

      I couldn’t afford to feel sorry for him. Not now.

      I assumed the same stony expression as Rhys.

      “This lifestyle isn’t doing anything for your looks, you know,” I said steadily.

      He remained silent in the face of my insult, his eyes still boring into mine.

      “Why don’t you give it up? You’d be much happier for it. Perhaps you’d even find yourself a girl.”

      His jaw twitched.

      I knew I was treading on eggshells. If I kept this up, it wouldn’t be long before he snapped.

      But I didn’t care.

      “You’re not happy, are you? I don’t remember that you ever were. Lilith isn’t the most pleasant of people to work for, is she—”

      Before I could react, Rhys shot his palms upward and I found myself catapulting through the air. My back hit against the trunk of a nearby tree, and I slumped to the ground, panting.

      “Whore,” he hissed, flying toward me and gripping my neck with speed I hadn’t known even he possessed. “You dare even utter her name after you betrayed her?”

      I jolted him backward with a curse. I sat up and rubbed my neck, panting.

      I thought he was about to launch at me again, but he froze, his gaze fixed on my right hand. I wasn’t sure what he was looking at until I looked down at it myself. He was staring at my sapphire engagement ring.

      Rhys took a step closer, his focus still on the ring. “You’re… you’re his now?”

      “I will be soon,” I rasped, glaring up at him. I shot to my feet, anger coursing through me at his insult. “And before you call me a whore, I suggest taking a look in the mirror. Look at the lengths you’re willing to go to, the things you’re willing to sacrifice. All you’ve done your entire life is whore out your mind, body and soul for the sake of your so-called cause. A cause that’s built upon nothing but groundless pride and your insatiable greed for power.” I spat at his feet. “You deserve no respect.”

      It was clear that our conversation was over. His eyes lit up with anger and a fiery curse shot from his palms toward me. I manifested a forcefield in time to avert it.

      His arms began to shake as he hailed curse after curse upon me. Sweat formed on my brow as I focused on maintaining my shield. I just hoped Kiev would be preoccupied somewhere else and not notice. If he attempted to help me, I had no doubt in my mind that Rhys would kill him.

      I had to end Rhys once and for all. And fast.

      A wave of déjà vu rushed over me as I attempted to hurl curses back at him even as I fended off his onslaught. I’d managed to survive the last encounter I’d had with him and fight him off. Now should be no different. And yet I couldn’t stop a fear creeping into my bones that everything about this time felt different. His attack felt far more forceful than before. Rhys had grown stronger in the time we’d been apart, while I’d remained the same. When I did gather the courage to focus my concentration away from the shield, my attempts seemed feeble and slow compared to his. And from the flicker in his eyes, Rhys thought so too.

      It was frightening how much more powerful he’d become since our last encounter. I could only imagine how many more innocent lives had been lost in his pursuance of domination.

      I was no longer any match for him.

      I ducked behind a rock, panting for breath. Then, casting my eyes upward, I leapt up into the tree above me. Perhaps a height advantage would make this easier.

      No chance.

      He leapt up after me and began chasing me up the tree. I kicked and squirmed as his hand closed around my ankle and he pulled me roughly down to his level. Gripping my wrists and keeping my palms firmly pointing downward toward the ground, he backed me up against the trunk.

      I struggled against his grip, but as I did, his palms heated up and began burning into me.

      “Stop fighting me,” he whispered, his face inches from my own.

      I closed my eyes. I was so sure he was about to finally cast the spell that would end me. But he didn’t. He just remained standing there, holding me in place. I dared open my eyes and look at his face.

      I was taken aback by the look in his eyes. Gone was the fury I’d seen in them only a few moments before. In its place was… Longing? Regret? Sadness?

      “We could have been so good together, Mona,” he said, his voice hoarse. “I never wanted it to end this way.”

      “You decided our fate the day you took off with your aunt. You knew enslavement was never the life I wanted to live.”

      His gaze lowered once again to the ring on my finger. Melancholy flickered across his face. “That ring,” he said. “It’s similar to the one I gave you.”

      I breathed out impatiently. “Where are you going with this, Rhys?”

      He paused, the softness fading from his expression and leaving it once again stoic and unreadable.

      “Nowhere, I suppose,” he said, his voice several tones deeper. His grip tightened around my wrists. “Which is exactly where you’re going.”

      A current of energy burst from Rhys’ palms and flowed into my body. Before I knew it, my legs had given way beneath me. I would have fallen from the tree had Rhys not gripped my waist and flung me over his shoulder. He began deftly climbing up the tree, higher and higher until he’d reached the top. Sliding me off him, he laid me down on my back along a branch. A rope shot from his right arm and snaked around me, holding me down so tightly I could barely breathe.

      I opened my mouth to scream, but no noise came out.

      Why is he doing this? Why doesn’t he just kill me?

      As if he’d just read my mind, he looked down at me and said, “I don’t need to end you to accomplish what we came for.”

      He lowered his palm to my forehand and pressed it against my skin, causing my eyelids to droop. When he withdrew his hand, I lost the battle to keep them open.

      As I drifted toward unconsciousness, my last coherent thought was:

      How is The Shade ever going to cope without me?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 25: Rose

        

      

    

    
      When the boundary gave way and witches flooded toward the beach, I was sure that I would go insane with worry before I was ever reunited with Caleb and my parents again. I was probably some kind of masochist for doing it, but I couldn’t help myself; I inched as close to the edge of the cliff as I could without risking falling off and stared down as the horrifying battle scene began to unfold.

      The beach was quite far away from where I stood, but I could hear the gunshots and there were some figures I could make out distinctly even from this distance… like my grandfather being lifted out of the sea and carried toward the beach.

      I almost fell from the cliffside as a tall curly-haired man I couldn’t not recognize as Rhys grabbed hold of a vampire I suspected very much to be Caleb. My blood pounding in my ears, I stared in horror as the vampire writhed beneath the warlock’s grasp.

      What is he doing to him?

      I squinted, straining to see more clearly, but then a blaze of fire shot out from the entrance of the forest and both the warlock and Caleb disappeared from sight as flames and smoke engulfed the area.

      What the hell…

      When the smoke cleared enough for me to see again, Rhys had been flung dozens of feet away against a tree, while an armored figure towered over Caleb. The man lifted his helmet to reveal dark hair… and although I wasn’t nearly close enough to make out the details of his features, something about the way he carried himself told me that this was my father. A suspicion that was confirmed as I caught sight of my mother’s red hair approaching behind him.

      Dad.

      On seeing him race toward the warlock, I would have screamed out had my voice not caught in my throat. My eyeballs bulged in their sockets as fire burst from his hands. What? How? He turned back into a human?

      Although I was aware that my father had had supernatural abilities even as a human, thanks to the late witch Cora, I’d never seen him in action. Or, if I had, I’d been far too young to remember it.

      Now that I saw him shooting fire like some kind of superhero, I could hardly believe what I was seeing. It felt like a dream.

      I was quickly snapped back to reality, however, as my father fell to the ground. My mother and two other females—a blonde and a brunette, I guessed Mona and Corrine—rushed to his side. A few seconds later, Corrine, my mother and my father had vanished, leaving only Mona and Rhys.

      The two of them moved away from my view, moving closer into the trees, but I remained gaping at the spot my father had just disappeared from.

      Wow. My dad… he’s a real badass.

      I just wished I’d inherited some of those powers. Being able to turn into a fire-spurting dragon woman myself would have really come in handy right now…

      I stopped short in my train of thought.

      Dragons.

      They’d called me something during my visit to their realm. What was it?

      Maiden of fire. That was it.

      I recalled the way they’d been so convinced that there was something special about me, so much so that they’d bowed to my almost every whim to keep me from being “displeased”. I’d thought that the strangeness of my arrival—falling from the roof of their cave during a meeting into a vat of blood—had been enough to persuade their superstitious minds. But perhaps they’d noticed something more about me than they’d let on at the time…

      Could they have sensed that I was the daughter of a fire-wielder?

      Could it be that I have a trace of such powers myself?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 26: Caleb

        

      

    

    
      I needed another gun.

      Before another witch could get hold of me, I rushed into the trees and began running toward the Armory. I didn’t know how many more of our army would have been captured by the time I returned, but I needed to bring back as many weapons with me as I could. As I entered the training fields, I caught sight of two large figures sitting on the doorstep of the Armory.

      It was the two ogres.

      “Move over,” I said as I approached. “I need to get inside.”

      They both stood up, allowing me entrance. I grabbed an empty barrel from a corner of the room and began piling guns and ammunition into it—as much as would fit.

      “Hey,” I called over to my shoulder to Bella and Brett. “Help me.” I pointed to more empty barrels. “Fill those up with firearms. And hurry.”

      I helped them with their barrel to speed the process up. Once five barrels were filled to the brim, I said, “Both of you need to help me carry these now. You both look big enough to carry two at once, and I’ll take the fifth one.”

      I was right. They bent down and wrapped each of their arms around a container. Then I picked one up myself and ran for the exit. “Follow me as fast as you can without spilling anything,” I called over my shoulder.

      We travelled much slower than I was comfortable with. Even as I kept urging them to run faster, ogres’ speed was just no match for a vampire’s. I breathed out a sigh of relief when we neared the entrance of the beach through the trees. I stopped behind a row of thick bushes and turned to face the ogres.

      “Both of you should stay here with these barrels,” I said, placing the container on the ground and gesturing that they do the same with theirs. “All right? Stay quiet and don’t leave this spot until I come back for you.”

      They both looked nervous but nodded their heads. I picked out four guns for myself, made sure they were loaded, then tucked two into my belt while I remained holding the other two in my hands. Then I left their company. Moving away from this hiding place, I remained beneath the shadow of the redwoods, holding my breath at what I might see on entering the beach again.

      The scene was looking more dismal than I had imagined. The line of members of our army lying paralyzed on the beach had grown considerably. I noticed several black witches fallen on the sand, their palms bloody, and dozens of vampires lying motionless, but some of those could have been our own. Even if they weren’t, we hadn’t even made a dent in their army. Gunshots fired all over the place as The Shade’s warriors continued to battle our enemies, some visible, others still not.

      Careful to remain unnoticed, I slunk through the shadows like a panther, moving closer and closer to the line of paralyzed people that was being guarded by Rhys’ sister, Arielle, and two vampires—a short dark-skinned one I didn’t recognize, a new recruit perhaps, and a tall ginger-haired one. Stellan.

      As I approached within thirty feet of them, I tucked the guns in my hands into my belt with the others and leapt up into the trees above me. I couldn’t afford to risk treading on something noisy in the undergrowth and drawing their attention at the last moment. I swung carefully from branch to branch until I was standing directly above the black witch. Her hands were balled up into fists as she gazed around at the chaos on the beach. I watched her closely, waiting until her hands slackened and her palms became visible.

      Barely daring to breathe, I drew out one of the guns and readied it to fire. I waited for her to twist slightly to her right, giving me a clearer view of her right palm, before pulling the trigger. The bullet exploded from the barrel and a second later, Arielle’s scream pierced the air. She fell to her knees, clutching her palm. I lost no time in shooting through her left palm too—now clearly visible as it nursed her right. She doubled over in pain as the two vampires raced toward her, looking around for the source of the explosion. I ducked behind the trunk of the tree I was perched in. Resting the gun I was holding on a branch, I whipped out the UV-ray gun by my right hip. Peering out again, I fired a bullet at Stellan’s chest, then the vampire next to him. Both burst into flames the moment the bullets lodged into their flesh.

      Leaping from the tree, I jumped over the line of bodies and landed next to Arielle cowering on the ground. I dug my hand into her hair and yanked her head back before digging the barrel of my gun against her forehead and firing. Her eyes widened and her lips parted as she released her last breath before sinking back on the sand.

      Rhys has yet another reason to hate me now. I was sure that he’d be back on my tail again in no time.

      I turned my attention to the hostages and ran to the nearest one to me—Saira. Her eyes moved wildly and she looked like she was trying to speak, but her lips remained stiff. I gripped her shoulders and tried to sit her upright, but she was stuck to the ground and budging her even an inch felt impossible.

      I stood up again. I couldn’t remain here in clear view. Not after what I’d just done. I needed to find one of our witches fast to help free our people.

      I stepped back and was about to climb back into the tree when I collided with someone invisible. I feared for a moment it was a black witch, but then Ibrahim manifested in front of me. Gaping at the dead witch on the ground, he had a deep gash in his right cheek and his ripped shirt revealed burns in his chest.

      “Ibrahim,” I said, “we need to free the hostages.”

      He eyed the long row of witches and werewolves before exhaling sharply. Clearly, he was going to need help, but he began hovering over Saira and muttering beneath his breath.

      I climbed back in the tree and hid myself beneath the shadows, raising my gun and watching for any sign of more enemies approaching. I quickly spotted a group of ten vampires rushing forward toward Ibrahim across the sand. Positioning my UV ray gun again, I fired bullet after bullet around the tree until every vampire had fallen.

      I was relieved as Corrine and a dozen more of our battle-worn witches appeared alongside Ibrahim and began to help him arouse the prisoners.

      “Watch out!” I yelled. Half a dozen of our werewolves and vampires were flying through the air toward us—which meant that the black witches were heading our way too.

      Ibrahim, Corrine and the others made themselves invisible, and I was disappointed to see that none of them had managed to free even one of the captives. As the new wave of captives were lowered to the ground alongside the rest, there was an anguished scream. Julisse appeared from thin air and knelt beside her sister, rolling her over and clutching her in her arms.

      “No!” she sobbed. “No!” She looked around at her companions who’d appeared by her side and pounded the sand with her fist. “Who did this?” she screamed.

      Silently, I raised my gun again. I didn’t have enough ammunition on me to attempt to shoot all the black witches who’d just appeared here, but I could make a start.

      I was about to pull the trigger on Julisse when a burst of flames engulfed the group of witches and blocked my vision. I turned to see an armored figure riding atop a giant black dog with ferocious red eyes.

      So Derek Novak is back for more… I’d hoped he’d be more careful this time, but the blazing in his eyes told me that his almost death at the hands of Rhys had done nothing to mellow him out.

      By the time the flames had cleared, all the witches had vanished along with Arielle’s body. Ibrahim flew toward Derek and, gripping him by the waist, vanished with him and the dog too.

      I breathed out in frustration. I don’t know how long it’s going to take to make any headway if everyone keeps vanishing like this. More and more stiff bodies were being added to the pile of hostages by the minute. If we didn’t find a way to free them before too many piled up, it wouldn’t be long before the witches headed straight for the mountains… Those chambers were protected by various spells, but I had no doubt that it was only a matter of time before they figured out how to penetrate them. They’d easily broken through Mona’s shield around the island, after all.

      I climbed higher up in the tree in an attempt to get a better view of the struggle and perhaps catch sight of more witches I could shoot down when a symphony of howling broke out on the beach below.

      I stared down in horror to see the werewolves among us had begun to transform into their wolf forms. I cast my eyes toward the darkening horizon outside the boundary of the island.

      Of course.

      Night has arrived outside The Shade.

      It was impossible to fire a gun with paws. Without the ability to fire long-distance, werewolves were hardly of use against these witches.

      We’d just lost half of our already waning army.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 27: Derek

        

      

    

    
      There was only one thought circling in my head as I surveyed the damage that had been done since I’d been away: We can’t let them reach the mountains.

      Now that the werewolves had transformed into their wolf forms, their guns lying useless on the sand, they’d become horrifyingly easy targets. Hordes of invisible black witches swooped down at once and grabbed them, paralyzing them and carrying them over to where they’d piled up the rest of their captives.

      Now just the vampires who hadn’t yet been taken and a few witches were the only ones left to distract them from venturing further inland.

      “We have to free them, Ibrahim,” I growled beneath my breath as we stood invisible in the waves.

      “We tried, but their bonds are tougher than we could have imagined. We’re going to need time.”

      “We don’t have time.”

      From the corner of my eye, I caught sight of three of the vampires in alliance with the black witches approaching to our left. Their eyes were fixed on Xavier and Landis, who were crouched down behind a bush in combat. The trio yelped in shock as I shot a blaze of fire toward them, forcing them to retreat.

      Ibrahim gripped my shoulder and Shadow’s collar, moving us all again to a different location along the beach. We had to keep moving around to keep the black witches off our trail. As soon as one of them spotted my flames, at least two would be headed toward me. For Sofia’s sake, I couldn’t allow myself to get hit by a curse again.

      “Where’s Mona?” I whispered. “Corrine said she was in combat with Rhys.”

      “I don’t know where she is,” he replied. “But we need to find her. I’m sure she’d be able to free the hostages much faster than the rest of us witches combined.”

      My gut clenched as several black witches came into view in the clearing leading up to the Port—Rhys leading the way. They were heading toward the forest.

      Ibrahim swore. “Seems we’ve already lost the battle to keep them distracted.”

      “No,” I breathed. “Not yet.” I dug my fingers into his forearm. “Take me to them.”

      Even if it meant burning down every redwood in The Shade, I was going to delay them getting to those mountains.
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      But how could it be that Ben and I possessed powers like our father? It made no sense. How could we have passed all these years without knowing it?

      I went through every reason why the idea was ridiculous, yet the image of my father shooting flames replayed over and over in my mind. It was as though it had been engraved in my mind and I could think of nothing else even though I tried.

      Even though I felt stupid for it, I decided to humor the idea for a moment. I stood up straight and positioned my hands downward.

      So, fire, where art thou?

      After standing still for a minute, flexing my fingers and feeling like a fool, I flipped my palms over and stared at them.

      It must just be that my father’s powers aren’t inheritable. Cora endowed him with those powers, and him alone.

      “Hello, Rose.”

      I jumped. My first thought was that someone from within the mountains had found me hiding up here, but as I spun around toward the source of the voice I found myself face to face with a beautiful blonde woman. I recognized her instantly. She was the witch who’d hidden in the yacht Caleb, Micah and I had travelled in. Hermia Adrius.

      I’d been so wrapped up in my own thoughts, I hadn’t even heard her approach.

      “You need to come with me,” she said.

      To my horror, she lunged toward me and motioned to grab my arm.

      I didn’t know how my reflexes were so fast—perhaps it was just the allergy I’d developed to being kidnapped—but before she could touch me, I lifted my knee and thrust it into her groin.

      “Not again,” I growled.

      She staggered back, cursing beneath her breath.

      I lost no time in racing back to the hole. Lowering myself into it, I’d almost lost sight of her when her hand reached down and closed around my forearm.

      “No!” I shouted.

      I jerked my arm downward, but as it turned out, there was really no need. The moment her palm touched my skin, she yelped and leapt backward as though I’d just… burned her.

      I stared down at my palms, hardly daring to believe my eyes. My fingertips were glowing orange.

      This isn’t real.

      Almost as soon as the thought entered my head, heat erupted between my shoulder blades. My forehead broke out in a sweat as the warmth flowed down my arms toward my hands. Pulse upon pulse of heat began pumping through my body until sweat was drying on my skin before it had a chance to form in drops. My fingertips were now a bright red.

      I was an oven.

      The tunnel was suddenly horribly claustrophobic. I could barely breathe. I needed the wind, the fresh air that only climbing back out onto the cliff would bring. Even though Hermia was still up there, in that moment of madness, facing off with a witch actually seemed more desirable than remaining inside.

      Climbing back out of the hole, I looked up at the witch, who was frozen to the spot, staring at me in astonishment as she nursed a nasty-looking burn on her right palm.

      My arms began to shake, the heat rising beneath my skin until I could no longer contain it. A giant blaze of fire burst from my fingertips. My eyes watered as I stood before the fire, my throat drying out as I breathed in the heat.

      Whoa.

      As the fire subsided, the heat began to build again. I gazed at Hermia, who was now looking beyond nervous.

      Although I felt crazy for doing it, I moved closer to her. “Why don’t you touch me again, Hermia?”

      She stepped backward as I approached her until she reached the point where one more step would send her off the cliff.

      “Hm? What’s wrong?” I raised my eyebrows, feigning confusion. “Come on, let’s go. I thought you were in a hurry.”

      As I lunged forward to grab her arm, she disappeared from the spot. I couldn’t help but grin as I stared at the blank space where she’d been standing.

      Well, that takes care of her.

      I was so used to being taken advantage of by supernatural beings more powerful than myself, I couldn’t describe how exhilarating it was to see the fear in that white witch’s eyes as she looked at me.

      I turned back to look out at the beach, where the struggle was still going on in full strength.

      Perhaps now I had an excuse to go down and help. If I could wield this fire on a whim, I would no longer be a hindrance.

      But that was a big if.

      I glanced down at my palms. What had suddenly made this heat build up in me?

      Several theories whirred through my brain, but I was sure of none of them. For now, I had to leave that question and focus on discovering whether I could control this power and call upon it on demand. If either of these two things weren’t possible, it would be a huge risk leaving the mountains.

      The second wave of heat was still building up in my palms. I spread my legs out, steeling myself against the blaze as it shot out from my palms and licked the darkness. As it died down, I balled up my palms and placed them at my sides.

      The first thing I had to accomplish was controlling when the blaze came. If I couldn’t, it would be too dangerous to expose myself to those I cared about.

      I tried to turn my thoughts to other things for the next minute or so and not think about the fire, but to my disappointment, it didn’t make any difference. A third wave of heat took over my body and I had no choice but to expel it.

      I could really do with some fatherly advice right now.

      I decided that if I’d made no progress after an hour, I’d leave the mountains and try to seek out my father. I had no doubt that I’d be able to control these newfound powers much faster under his tutelage. In the meantime, I’d keep trying to figure it out by myself.

      I tried everything I could think of to suppress the flames—from burying my hands in a pool of water I found among the rocks, to sitting on my palms. Nothing made a difference. When the fire wanted to escape, it escaped.

      After half an hour had passed, I realized that I probably wouldn’t have made any more substantial progress in another half hour. I’d just have to try to travel as inconspicuously as possible through the forest in search of him.

      I scoffed. Yeah. As inconspicuous as a walking firework.

      I was about to begin searching out the safest route in climbing down the mountain when something caught my eye far out to sea. I might have mistaken it for a cloud, except it was moving too swiftly. I walked to the edge of the cliff, straining to make out what it was.

      Slowly, it became clear that the cloud wasn’t a solid mass. It was made up of a number of individual bodies… a flock of birds, perhaps.

      Large birds.

      Very large birds.

      I kept trying to convince myself that they must be birds until the flock drew too close for me to continue deluding myself. My jaw dropped as the truth sank in.

      A horde of dragons was racing toward The Shade.

      Angry dragons.

      Very angry dragons.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 29: Derek

        

      

    

    
      Ibrahim transported us about a hundred feet away from where the black witches were hurrying along the forest path.

      One advantage we had was that they didn’t know exactly where we were keeping our humans—at least, I assumed that was why they didn’t just vanish themselves to the Black Heights directly. They’d have to search the island first. But that wouldn’t take long with their abilities if we didn’t throw a wrench in the works fast.

      Crouching down behind a thorny thicket, Ibrahim let go of Shadow’s collar, slapping his backside and sending him scampering away. This forest would be no place for a dog in a few moments.

      “Now,” I whispered, “leave me and try to find Mona. Send her here along with the other witches to help me head them off.”

      I sensed he was about to argue, but he didn’t. He did as I’d requested and left my side.

      It was time to start walling them off. Even though it killed me to damage our forest, I stepped out and began pulsing flame after flame until all the trees surrounding us were ablaze. The witches stopped on the path, staring around at the fire encroaching on them. As I stood in the center of the path, Corrine appeared by my side along with seven other witches. But to my disappointment, Mona wasn’t among them.

      “Help me keep these flames up,” I said.

      Torrents of water began to shoot from the black witches’ palms toward my fire. I created more flames with the help of my comrades. Rhys and his people soon tired of this game, however, as they began aiming curses in our direction.

      Although—as I’d almost experienced firsthand—one of these curses alone would be enough to end any one of us, I couldn’t help but feel grateful that at least my plan was working. We just had to keep this up for as long as we could. I shoved aside thoughts of what would happen when we could continue no longer. I couldn’t think that far ahead.

      An unexpected blast of fire erupted from my left, breaking through my thoughts. I couldn’t understand how. I’d thought I’d just distanced myself from the other witches. Spinning around toward the source of the flames, I almost had a heart attack.

      “Rose?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 30: Rose

        

      

    

    
      “Dad, we’ve got a problem.”

      My father’s face was contorted with shock, his mouth opening and closing like a fish.

      “What… How…What in hell’s name are you doing out here?”

      “Watch.” Feeling the fire once again demanding escape, I spread out my fingertips and aimed them at the wall of flames my father and the witches were creating.

      He let out a gasp. “How is it possible?” he whispered.

      “I don’t know, but you need to listen to me.”

      “Derek, get down!” Corrine screamed.

      My father grabbed my arm and leapt with me behind the trunk of a thick tree, narrowly avoiding a curse.

      His bright blue eyes flickered in the firelight. I’d never seen my father look so terrified. “You can’t be here,” he said, shaking me. “Return to the mountains!”

      “No! Dad, listen to me! The d—”

      I couldn’t even finish my sentence as Corrine appeared by my side and, grabbing my arm, vanished me from the spot. To my horror, we appeared again outside the clearing in front of the entrance to the Black Heights.

      The witch swore as she stumbled back away from me. She looked from her burnt palm to me. “What is this?”

      “I don’t know! All I know is that a horde of dragons is about to reduce this island and everyone on it to ashes.”

      As if on cue, a deafening thunder of roars echoed down from the sky. My spine tingled and the hairs on my arms stood on end.

      “They’re here for me, Corrine,” I breathed. “And they won’t stop until they’ve found me.”

      All the color drained from her face as she hurried toward the entrance of the mountain. “We need to get you inside!”

      “No!” I said. “Locking me away will only sentence every single person on this island to certain death. I have to reach them before they begin breathing fire.” I wanted to grip her shoulders and shake her into understanding, but stopped myself as I remembered that my touch would burn her again. “Please, Corrine. I’m the cause of so much trouble for our island as it is…” My voice choked up. “I-I can’t bear to see any of my people suffer more because of me.”

      Everything about Corrine’s expression told me that she was battling with herself to refuse my request. I was now beginning to sorely regret going to warn my father at all. I should have expected him to try to protect me, but I’d just wanted to warn him about the threat so that he at least knew what was coming.

      I was relieved when I finally saw a flicker of resignation in Corrine’s eyes.

      “What are you going to do?” she asked, her voice trembling.

      I paused, biting my lip. The truth was, I had no idea what I was going to do. All I knew was that I was the person who had to do it.

      I cleared my throat and looked at her darkly. “I’m going to settle some unfinished business.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 31: Caleb

        

      

    

    
      It felt as though the whole island trembled when the deafening roars echoed all around us. I’d been so preoccupied, I hadn’t looked up at the sky to notice the dragons’ approach. But now that I did, they’d already flown within the boundary of the island.

      My fear had come to pass. Charis had made it back to his realm and stirred up the fury of his countrymen. The worst part was, this was my fault. I’d had the opportunity to end Charis, but I’d blown it. I’d let him get away.

      Everyone on the beach froze as we all stared up at the sky—even our enemies were arrested in their spots. Nobody knew what to do. Did we continue struggling against one another? Did we turn our energies toward the dragons? Or did we attempt to flee?

      I was blown away by the sheer magnitude of the dragons’ horde. There must have been at least fifty of them. One alone was enough to burn down The Shade within a couple of hours. I shuddered to imagine the destruction that was about to ensue.

      We’d needed a distraction for the black witches to prevent them going straight to the mountains.

      Well, we’d sure gotten one.

      My throat dried out as I looked once again at the long line of paralyzed werewolves and vampires. They’d be the first to feel the dragons’ wrath, and we still had no way of moving them.

      I did the only thing I could think to do as the dragons approached: hold up two guns and aim for their eyes and nostrils. I missed. My attempts only served to aggravate them further as they sped up along the final stretch of sky and now appeared directly above us. Hovering in the sky, they formed a circle. It seemed that even the powerful black witches saw the futility of attempting to injure them from this angle—they didn’t even hurl a single curse up at them.

      “Foolish people of The Shade,” a gravelly voice boomed out from a particularly massive silver-orange scaled dragon, apparently the leader of the pack. “Give back what is ours. You will all be ashes by the time dawn breaks, but handing the girl over now will at least prolong your lives enough to give you a chance to say your final prayers.”

      A stunned silence followed. A silence that was about to cause us all to be torched.

      “I’ll take you to her,” I yelled.

      All eyes shot toward me—my comrades’, our enemies’ and the dragons’. The leader’s body shook as he chuckled, his sharp blue gaze digging into me. “And lead us on a meandering tour of your island? I’m sure you know where she is, vampire. Go bring her to us. You have exactly ten minutes before our patience runs dry.”

      “She’s no longer on the island,” I shot back. “Her parents sent her away to keep her safe.”

      This time all the dragons joined in with their leader’s laughter. “Well, if that really is the case, vampire, you’ve just talked your people out of time.” He swooped down, his claws outstretched, and scooped me up in his scaly fingers before climbing back into the sky. “You’ll take us to her after we’ve finished our work here.”

      I considered trying to shoot at this dragon from this close angle, but there was no point. The moment I did that, I would surely be scorched by one of his companions, and it would only make them more aggressive in meting out vengeance on The Shade.

      I didn’t know what to do. They were bent on ravaging The Shade whether Rose was here or not.

      The dragon’s chest heaved as he drew in a monstrous breath. Heat engulfed me as he let loose his first roar of fire. I watched in terror as the flames hurtled toward the beach, narrowly missing people as they leapt out of the way. The dragons surrounding us followed suit and soon I could barely even see the beach any more as it became a sea of smoke and flames. There was no way even a supernatural could have survived that devastation.

      I closed my eyes, wincing as I said a prayer for all those who’d just been consumed. Aiden, Micah, Saira and so many more I’d only just recently known, yet come to feel a bond with stronger than others I’d spent decades with.

      Moving further inland, the dragons continued to burn everything in sight.

      If even a single person survives this night, it will be a miracle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 32: Rose

        

      

    

    
      Strangely, accompanying the emergence of my fire powers was speed I’d never had before. I found myself running so fast, I almost smacked right into a tree trunk more than once as I dashed away from Corrine.

      I still had no clear plan about what I was going to do. All I knew was that I had to get their attention. I ran straight to the Vale, which was now a ghost town. Reaching the bell tower in the center of the main square, I clambered up the ladder. I didn’t stop when I reached the platform beneath the bell, as I usually did. Instead, gripping hold of the rope dangling from the metal bell, I hauled myself up until I was level with the glassless windows that lined the sides of the structure just beneath the ceiling. I leapt and gripped hold of the ledge of the window nearest to me. Sliding through it, I climbed right out until I was fully outside, clinging to the side of the building with sweaty hands. Slowly and carefully, not daring to look down, I pulled myself up onto the roof and stood up.

      The cool night breeze whipped against me, sending goosebumps running along my skin. The roars were becoming louder and louder and I could hear shouts and screams in the distance. One thing was for certain: the dragons had reached the island.

      I drew in a deep breath, willing the fire to return to me once again. It didn’t take long. Once I felt ready to explode, I pointed my fingertips upward. As the fire rose high in the sky, I just had to hope the dragons would notice the flares.

      I considered shouting out my name to hasten their attention toward me, but decided against it. The black witches were still on this island, and I couldn’t afford to get entangled with one of them now.

      I resorted to shooting flare upon flare up into the dark night air as I watched the sky above the treetops surrounding the square with bated breath.

      Another chorus of roars rang out, terrifyingly close this time. A powerful wave of dry heat rushed through the forest toward me as billows of fire closed in around the trees. Finally, I caught sight of the fiercely beautiful creatures, soaring above the blazing treetops.

      “Hey!” I managed to shout, my voice hoarse from the smoke. “Down here!”

      The dragon flying at the head of the horde with silver-orange scales fixed his narrow, gleaming eyes on me.

      “Rose! No!”

      Caleb?

      As the beasts swooped down toward me, I could make out the vampire clasped in the hand of the leading dragon.

      Oh no.

      He attempted to leap from the dragon toward me, but the monster’s hand closed tighter around him. When Caleb pulled out a gun and aimed it at his captive, I yelled, “No, Caleb! Don’t! Leave this to me.”

      The dragon grunted before hurling him toward the ground. “No!” I screamed, rushing to the edge of the roof and staring down at the vampire lying on the cobblestones. A chill ran from my neck down to the base of my spine when he still didn’t move. I wanted to race down the tower and fling myself at him, but I couldn’t. Not yet.

      I raised my gaze slowly up toward the dragon who was watching me intensely. Fighting to steady my feet, I stood up straight and glared back at him.

      “What’s your name?” I asked in as calm a voice as I could manage.

      “Jeriad,” he growled.

      “Jeriad,” I repeated. “I don’t believe we’ve met before.”

      “I’m commander-in-chief to Erisard, king of The Hearthlands. I was away during your visit.”

      The Hearthlands. So that’s what they call their realm.

      Without warning, Jeriad’s hand shot toward me. I stepped back quickly, raising my hands to shoot fire toward him, and to my surprise, flames shot out on cue. That was the first time I’d been able to release flames with such precision. Perhaps I’m getting better at this.

      Jeriad drew his hand away, his eyes widening as he watched my fire die down.

      “Maiden of Fire,” one of the dragons whispered in awe behind him.

      “I’m sorry about what we did to Charis,” I said, my eyes traveling from one dragon to another. “I’m not proud of it. But he threatened me and my people… Whatever you believe me to be, I am not yours. I am princess of this island, and I belong here.”

      Jeriad growled and motioned to pick me up again. I released another blaze of fire to keep him back, once again surprised that it came on command.

      “My father, king of The Shade, is also a fire-wielder,” I said. “Perhaps together, we could form some kind of understanding.”

      Jeriad exchanged glances with the other dragons. I wasn’t sure what that piece of information meant to them, if anything. At least their demeanor calmed a little, their breathing coming a little less heavy.

      I looked anxiously down at Caleb, relieved to see that he’d managed to pull himself up off the ground and was staring up at us. I wanted nothing more than to hold him in my arms at that moment.

      Jeriad gripped the edge of the roof with his front legs and his scales began to smooth out, his brilliant color fading, his body shrinking. The next thing I knew, I was standing before a magnificent specimen of a man. He was naked from the waist up, and his muscled physique shone with a sheen of sweat as he took a step closer toward me. Wavy jet-black hair licked the sides of his tan face, making his bright eyes look all the more severe. Were it not for the orange-silver scales capping his shoulder blades and pointed earlobes, I might have mistaken him for an ordinary human… on steroids.

      “We have no interest in meeting your father,” he said, his voice deep and husky. “My king’s orders are that you return with us.”

      He held out a hand to me.

      I kept my hands firmly at my sides.

      “I’m neither object nor possession,” I said heatedly. “You can tell your king that I have politely refused due to obligations here on Earth… Why exactly do you want me so much anyway?” I couldn’t help but ask.

      He furrowed his brows. I flinched as he reached up and touched my cheek with the back of his warm hand before pulling away.

      He looked conflicted, as though he wasn’t sure whether or not he ought to answer my question. “Our realm is in dire need of females,” he said. “Each day, we pay homage to the Fire and our ancestors in hope of a solution. You were a clear gift to us.”

      “Why do you need females?” I asked, not sure I actually wanted to hear the answer. I looked down nervously at Caleb, who was now climbing up the bell tower toward me.

      “We have lost too many of our own after a series of unfortunate events,” Jeriad replied. “Most urgently, we’re in search of a worthy maiden to continue our royal line.”

      Oh, dear.

      This is much worse than I thought.

      Caleb reached the roof and moved to wrap an arm around me. As much as I wanted to feel his touch, I gave him a sharp look. “I’m too hot,” I whispered.

      I didn’t like the way Jeriad was staring at Caleb.

      “You need females,” I said, gulping as I stepped in front of Caleb. “While I’m, uh, unavailable, I’m sure if you stayed with us long enough, beautiful men like yourselves could win the hearts of many a lady on this island.”

      Jeriad paused, looking over his shoulder at the dragons still hovering in the air behind him.

      “Do they possess fire as you do?” he asked.

      “Um… not exactly.”

      “Then they can’t help us. Only you—”

      A grey-blue scaled dragon approached behind Jeriad, manifesting into a brown-haired humanoid form and jumping down onto the roof beside him.

      “We should consider the maiden’s proposal,” the man said.

      Jeriad shot a look at him. “What do you mean, Ridan?”

      Ridan looked at me thoughtfully before replying, “You forget Farrias. One of the mightiest warriors in our history. Yet he was the result of the illicit affair between Sideon and his human servant, Trisanda.”

      “That example hardly makes your case,” Jeriad replied. “You’re speaking of a legend. Sideon could have impregnated any species and the child would have turned out as strong. We don’t all possess Sideon’s potency.”

      My insides writhed when Jeriad’s gaze wandered back to me. It was clear he was running out of patience.

      A third dragon transformed into his human form and stood next to Ridan and Jeriad. His hair was silver-streaked and he had moss green eyes.

      “I still agree with Ridan. If this island is filled with humans as the lady says, they might prove to be more valuable to us than her alone, even though she does possess fire. True, the majority of us are not like Sideon, but we might not need to be. Our strength might be enough.”

      Jeriad exhaled deeply. “But Erisard’s instruction was explicit.”

      “He wasn’t aware of the large human population on this island,” Ridan said.

      A tense silence ensued as the trio stared at each other.

      I dared break the silence after a minute had passed. “I, uh, don’t mean to interrupt, but if you’re even considering staying with us, you ought to know that our humans are currently in grave danger. An army of black witches is on this island and they’re after our humans. If we don’t do something about it, you won’t even have this option any more.”

      “Black witches?” Jeriad’s eyes sharpened.

      “Yes. They might have even found our humans as we speak and be stealing them.”

      Ridan gripped Jeriad’s shoulder. “We don’t have to make a final decision now. But we should keep this option open. Even Neros agrees the humans could be valuable. Let’s help them drive these scum away, and in the meantime we can think about what our decision should be. I fully believe this is what Erisard would instruct us if he was here.”

      To my relief, Jeriad grunted and leapt up, transforming back into a mighty dragon in mid-air. Neros and Ridan followed suit, joining the rest of their horde surrounding us in the sky.

      I felt Caleb’s arms wrap around my waist. I leapt back instinctively, expecting him to be burnt.

      “You’re not hot,” he said softly, staring at me in awe. “You’re just warm.”

      That was shocking to me. I wondered if perhaps because he was a cold vampire, he didn’t notice it as much. Either that, or I was beginning to get control of my body temperature along with the flames that burst from my fingertips. I didn’t have much time to ponder over it, however, as Jeriad’s voice boomed down.

      “Where to, maiden?” He lowered to our level, indicating that we mount him.

      I couldn’t help but grin to myself as I climbed up onto his back, Caleb sliding onto his hide behind me. I wasn’t sure I’d ever get used to being addressed as maiden.

      I didn’t know what was going on now around the island. It had been a while since I’d been watching the battle scene on the beach from the top of the mountain. I twisted my head back to look at Caleb. “Where should we go first?”

      There was a sadness in his eyes as he said, “We should just head straight for the mountains. That’s where the witches are heading toward.”

      “Okay,” I said, looking back down at the dragon. I pointed toward the mountain peaks in the distance. “Those are the mountains.”

      I held on tight as we began speeding toward the distance. Launching higher into the sky, I gasped at the sheer extent of the destruction. My heart ached to see the damage to our beautiful redwoods. Some of it I was sure was caused by my father’s fiery battle near the entrance to the Residences, but the vast majority of it was due to the dragons.

      I prayed that we hadn’t lost anyone to those flames, yet I couldn’t see any way these flames hadn’t caused at least some casualties. Somehow, I suspected that the sadness in Caleb’s eyes was confirmation of this. But I dared not ask him now. I couldn’t afford to break down. Now, I had to be stronger than ever to help The Shade survive this battle and keep the dragons on our side.

      Caleb’s hand slid to the base of my throat. He bent my neck gently back against his shoulder. Pressing his lips against mine, he kissed me slowly and tenderly.

      His voice was hoarse as he whispered into my ear, “I’ve never felt prouder to be your man, Rose Novak.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 33: Derek

        

      

    

    
      After Corrine disappeared with Rose, the powers I’d seen in her kept replaying in my mind. In between focusing on heading off the black witches, I tried to figure out how on earth she could possess them. Soon, however, I didn’t have any concentration left for Rose.

      Rhys disappeared for a while, but when he returned, it was with a crowd of reinforcements. The battle intensified tenfold. Soon the witches assisting me—including Ibrahim, who’d returned after failing to find Mona—and I were simply no match for them. Their gushing of water put out more fire than we could keep maintaining, and their hurling of curses became more violent and abundant.

      As much as I hated to do it, I was forced to yell, “Retreat!”

      Ibrahim ran up to me and vanished with me from the spot. We all traveled about two hundred feet away where everyone gathered around me. “Head directly for the mountains,” I whispered.

      “But Derek—” Adelle protested.

      “Do as I say,” I hissed.

      We all disappeared again and reappeared in the clearing outside the entrance to the mountains. We were failing spectacularly at trying to head them off in the forest. They’d figure out eventually that our humans were being kept in the mountains—if they hadn’t already—so we might as well be waiting for them there. And in the meantime, we could do our best to prepare.

      As everyone huddled toward me, I was surprised to see Corrine approaching us. I’d expected her to stay with my daughter. I hurried over to her and gripped her shoulders. “Where’s Rose?”

      Her face was covered with sweat and ash. “Derek,” she said, her voice filled with trepidation, “d-dragons have arrived on the island. The beach, the Port, the forests around it, everything’s been completely torched—”

      I shook her. “Where’s Rose?”

      “She forced me to let her go. She said only she could stop the dragons. I’m sorry, Derek. She was so determined, I didn’t know how to argue with her.”

      “Let her go where?”

      “To seek out the dragons herself. Her powers, she—”

      Goosebumps ran along my skin.

      “Where’s Sofia?” I asked.

      Corrine shrugged, tears beginning to well in her eyes. “I don’t know, Derek. Heck, I don’t know where half of our army is now. The dragons’ flames are eating up the island as we speak. I was barely able to see through the smog when I neared the Port.”

      My stomach flipped.

      It felt like I was being torn in separate directions. Seek out my daughter. Search for my wife. Stay here and help the others protect the entrance to the mountains that housed my pregnant sister and all our other humans.

      Perhaps it was good for my sanity that I didn’t need to make the decision, as a pair of giant wings appeared in the skyline over the trees in the distance, followed soon after by a monster of a dragon. As soon as the first one appeared in the sky, dozens followed immediately after it.

      I gaped at them, their gleaming eyes fixed on us as they circled overhead. I spread my legs, preparing to unleash a storm of fire.

      “Wait, Derek!” Corrine yelled.

      I paused, staring at the witch in confusion. She was staring up at the largest dragon.

      “It’s Rose,” she gasped.

      The dragons dropped lower and lower until they touched down on the ground in front of us. There was she was, looking fierce as she rode atop the mightiest of the horde with her boyfriend sitting behind her.

      My girl.

      No matter how much I tried to keep her out of danger, she always found a way to run right back to it.

      A Novak if there ever was one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 34: Rose

        

      

    

    
      My father gaped at me as we descended in the sky. I jumped from Jeriad’s back and touched down on the grass. Running up to him, I flung my arms around his shoulders.

      “Rose,” he whispered into my ear, “what is going on?”

      I drew away and looked back at the dragons. “I’ve talked the dragons into cooperation. They’re going to help us fight the black witches. In return, we need to just… uh, let them stay on this island and romance all the single ladies.”

      He stared at me incredulously. “What?”

      “Yeah… You heard that right.”

      He spun round to face the dragons before turning back to me and running a hand through his hair. “All right,” he muttered. “Dear God, this night can’t get any stranger.”

      A snapping of twigs came from across the clearing. My heart hammered in my chest as we all whirled around toward the source of the noise. Could it be the black witches have arrived already?

      My fear turned to relief as my mother emerged from the trees followed by a group of vampires. Xavier was alongside her, Kiev and Yuri immediately behind. Then came Ashley and Landis. Abby and Erik. Gavin and Zinnia. Matteo and Helina. Trailing behind all of them were the two ogres, Brett and Bella, hauling along two barrels filled with what appeared to be guns. My stomach plummeted when they were the last two figures to exit the woods.

      Where is everyone else?

      Their faces were filled with a mixture of shock and fear as they laid eyes on the dragons, but seeing that they were causing no harm, they continued running toward us. Reaching our side of the field, they all looked in a horrendous state. Every part of their skin that was visible was smeared with blood, ash and sweat.

      I was almost knocked to the ground as my mother ran up to me and held me in her arms, burying her face in my neck. Her eyes were bright red and filled with tears, as though she might have been crying for hours.

      “Mom!” I gasped. “What happened?”

      She didn’t reply as she flung herself next into my father’s arms. Her body shook against him as she broke down sobbing against his chest.

      “Darling?” he asked, brushing back her sticky hair from her face. “Where were you? What’s been going on?”

      She seemed to be too hysterical to answer even him. In many ways, her non-answer was more terrifying than if she’d just explained. Terrifying scenario after scenario began to blast through my mind until I found tears streaming down my own cheeks. I was already prepared for the worst.

      Caleb ran up to me and gathered me to him. It was as if he’d read my mind.

      “Remember what I told you, my love,” he said softly, planting a kiss on my forehead. “Don’t fear what-ifs.”

      Biting my lip, I gulped back a sob. “But you saw what happened, didn’t you?”

      He swallowed hard before nodding. “But you didn’t. And now you have to stay strong.”

      “I know,” I said, trying to steady my breathing. “I know.”

      I stepped away from him and dried my eyes with the back of my hand.

      Even if everyone who didn’t show up here was taken by the flames, I had to shut down my emotions if I wanted to save the people I had left—surrounding me and within the mountains. If we survived this final battle, I would have a lifetime to mourn those we’d lost.

      Right now, I had to turn the grief debilitating me into rage.

      I straightened my shoulders, willing the heat to begin coursing through my body and swelling beneath my fingertips. I looked back at the dragons, still standing in the same spot in the clearing, waiting patiently for my next instruction.

      With fire and sweat, we will win this battle.
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      Once my mother had calmed down a little and my father briefed everyone about why these dragons were present, he addressed the witches. “The fire is still spreading rampant throughout the island. You need to go and start extinguishing the flames.”

      Ibrahim looked shocked. “At least a few of us should stay here.”

      “You can, Ibrahim,” my father replied. “But I want everyone else to deal with the fire. We’re in the company of dragons now and your help is less useful here.”

      Corrine hugged Ibrahim and kissed him passionately before stepping away and vanishing along with the other witches.

      Then my father turned to the rest of us. “Those black witches might arrive through those trees at any moment now. I suggest we all climb aboard our new allies and continue this conversation in the air.”

      And so it was done. Caleb and I hurried back to Jeriad and pulled ourselves onto his back. My mother and father mounted Ridan, while Gavin and Zinnia climbed atop Neros. There were more than enough dragons to go round, but—other than Kiev, Yuri, Ibrahim and Xavier who took a dragon for themselves—the rest of the couples shared.

      The ogres remained on the ground, dipping into their barrels and equipping everyone with four guns each. They both had looks of sheer terror as they gaped up at the dragons.

      “What about Bella and Brett?” I called to my parents while we all launched into the sky. “We can’t just leave them there.”

      “We don’t want to call anyone to open up the mountain entrance at a time like this,” my father replied. He stared down at the two of them. “Brett,” he called, pointing toward the distance. “Do you see that cabin up there on the mountainside? Take Bella with you and hurry there now.”

      Brett didn’t need to be asked twice. They both dropped the barrels and went trundling off.

      “Gather round,” my father called as we rose higher and higher. The dragons positioned themselves over the treetops nearby, rather than directly above the clearing, so as to not cast shadows down and draw attention. I was tempted to look toward the direction of the devastation, but I stopped myself just in time.

      Focus, Rose. Focus.

      “We’ll wait up here until they enter the clearing,” my father continued. “Then we’ll take them by surprise.”

      The wait that followed was agonizing. We all attempted to remain deathly silent, and thankfully, even the dragons had no problem with this. Their wings beat quietly around us for such large creatures.

      “You’re going to have to crawl back once I start shooting fire,” I murmured to Caleb. “Or I’ll burn you alive.”

      He nodded, his eyes fixed on the clearing.

      “Do you hear that?” Xavier breathed beside us after several minutes. He looked at my father, who nodded slowly.

      “They’re approaching,” he mouthed back. He met eyes with everyone, and being vampires, they’d already heard and understood.

      “Okay, Jeriad,” I whispered, tightening my grip on his scales. “Here we go.”

      My hands were beginning to shake again from the pressure of the fire building behind them. Actually, being atop a dragon now, I would be better served firing guns at them—something the dragons couldn’t do—but I wasn’t sure I’d be able to stop myself sending flames down all the same. My heart was drowning in fury.

      The moment the first of the crowd of black witches stepped into the clearing, Caleb moved backward, away from me along the dragon’s back, and began positioning his guns, while all the dragons lowered closer against the treetops. The dragons waited until the entire army of witches had gathered—followed by a dozen or so of their vampires—before they all swooped down. My eardrums ached from the explosion of gunshots.

      Our opponents didn’t know what hit them as they looked skyward in shock, just in time to see flames escape the dragons’ jaws and gush toward them. I took particular pleasure in seeing Rhys’ stunned face. Deadly curses shot toward us, but they rebounded off the dragons’ hides, redirecting toward their own people. Several of their vampires were felled instantly in this way.

      The dragons circled round and round like a deadly whirlpool, drawing closer and closer to them on the ground—all the while intensifying their fire while we rained bullets down on them. Fire shot from my own palms, merging in with the dragons’ blaze. My eyes watering from the heat and smoke, I hoped our vampires were coping with the temperature. I looked back at Caleb. He looked too absorbed in firing shots in Isolde’s direction to notice much else.

      By now, there wasn’t a vampire left standing and I hoped the witches’ palms had already been too damaged by the heat for them to be able to escape the fiery cage the dragons had created. But in that, I was wrong. Rhys, Julisse, Isolde and perhaps two dozen others disappeared from sight.

      “Derek, watch out!” Caleb yelled, pointing toward a blazing ball of blue flames hurtling toward my parents at their level.

      Ridan raised his right wing just in time, blocking the curse and sending it hurtling down to the ground.

      “We need to take out the leaders,” I said suddenly. “Rhys, his sisters or Isolde. Those four are the most powerful.”

      “I already killed one of his sisters,” Caleb muttered. “The younger one.”

      “Oh, good… Jeriad,” I said, suddenly recalling Annora’s fate. “Swing your tail, stinger—whatever you call that sharp thing—around.”

      It would be like waving a knife in the dark, but those things were long and if I were a witch, even if I was invisible and floating in the air, it would disconcert me to have fifty or so of those lethal things flying about. It would certainly impede their aim.

      The other dragons began to follow suit as soon as they noticed what Jeriad was doing.

      A shriek came from my left. I turned in time to see a black witch fall through the air and hit the ground, motionless. A hole had been gouged through her stomach. The tail of the dragon Kiev was riding on was soaked in blood. While the witch who’d just been felled wasn’t Rhys, Isolde or Julisse, this was a start.

      Encouraged, the dragons began flailing their tails around more wildly. A little too wildly. I had to scream at Caleb to duck as Ridan’s tail came hurtling toward us. We both kept our heads down low against Jeriad’s back after that.

      Another scream drew my attention. A short warlock with a bald head had been skewered through the groin on the tail of Xavier’s dragon. Now that he was visible, Zinnia shot bullets through his palms, then his head—not that it seemed necessary.

      After two more black witches met similar grisly deaths by Neros and Yuri’s dragon, the curses shot toward us appeared to be emanating from a greater distance. The witches were retreating toward the direction of the ocean.

      “Follow them!” my father shouted.

      The dragons flew toward them, breathing another storm of fire. And as they did, a panicked female voice—perhaps Isolde’s—cried out, “Retreat!”

      We followed their trail until we reached the beach, where we lost track of them.

      “How do we know they’re gone?” I asked nervously. “They’re still invisible. What if this is a trick, and they just circle back round toward the mountains?”

      “We should head back there,” Xavier replied. “Though I’m not sure there’s enough of them remaining to be any match for us, now that we have dragons.”

      “I agree. And I think they know that,” my father said as the dragons flew us back toward the Black Heights.

      Still, our fire breathers positioned themselves around all sides of the mountains. We all waited with the dragons for hours—some hovering in the air, some on the ground, others perched on cliffs—except Xavier, Ashley and Landis, who hurried inside the Black Heights to make sure everyone was all right.

      After six long, tense hours had passed, with no signs of the witches returning, we could only conclude that they’d gone.
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      A part of me was still in denial, while the other part had already given in to the truth.

      We all had so much to do in the aftermath of the witches and dragons’ attacks, yet all I wanted was to lock myself in a room and curl up in a ball.

      The nightmarish scene I’d witnessed by the beach still remained etched in my mind’s eye, playing mercilessly, over and over again.

      The blistering wave of heat. The cyclone of fire.

      The cries of those scrambling to get away.

      The silence of those who couldn’t.

      Once the dragons had sent down their flames, it had been hard to see for more than a few feet in front of me. I’d been situated further back in the clearing behind the beach, away from the brunt of the first inferno, but if I hadn’t run just when I had, mine would have been another life claimed.

      I hadn’t even seen the final count of people whom the black witches had lined up along the beach. But I knew Saira, Micah and countless other werewolves—practically helpless against the witches in their four-legged form—had been there. Claudia, Eli and so many others in our vampire army had been there.

      I knew my father had been there.

      The dragons. The victory over the black witches. The sight of my daughter spouting flames. All of it faded into the background as grief consumed me. Traveling through the air on our dragon, back toward the most devastated area of the island, I couldn’t even speak as Derek asked me to recount what happened. I just pointed feebly toward the direction of the Port.

      Most of the flames had been extinguished by now, thanks to our witches’ efforts, but this left me all the more terrified to look around as we touched down on the charred sand. There was barely a single discernible object—just lumps of ash.

      I found myself leaving Derek’s side and wandering toward the strip of sand where my father had been imprisoned. Fallen trees lay atop it, and beneath, more piles of ash. I fell to my knees, dropping my head into my hands. I shut my eyes tight. After all Aiden Claremont, most feared of all the hunters, had been through… for it to end like this.

      It was too much to bear. Tears streamed down my cheeks like rivers, wetting the parched ground.

      Someone touched my shoulder. I couldn’t look up, but from her scent, I sensed that it was Rose. She wrapped her arms around me and buried her face against my neck. The tears on her own cheeks moistened my skin.

      “Grandpa,” she choked. “He’s gone, isn’t he?”

      I wasn’t sure if Caleb had told her or if she’d just guessed, but hearing my daughter speak those words was salt to my already gaping wound. I grabbed her and pulled her close, breathing into her hair. I sensed my husband approach. He knelt on the ground beside us.

      “Dad,” Rose sobbed, “is there no way they could have survived?”

      Derek sighed heavily. “We’ll search the island, darling.”

      Slipping an arm around both of our waists, he pulled us into standing position and propped us up against him as we headed back toward the group. I was relieved that Derek took charge of things when I was in no state to.

      “Ibrahim,” Derek said. “Have all the fires been extinguished now?”

      “Yes,” the warlock replied.

      “Then send word to Xavier that people can come out of the mountains now.”

      When Ibrahim vanished, he turned to Corrine. “Has Mona been located?”

      “Not yet, Derek,” she said, shaking her head sadly.

      Kiev cursed, dropping to his knees and slamming a fist against the ground.

      “Then whatever protection you can restore over this island,” Derek continued steadily, “restore it now.”

      “Okay,” Corrine said. “I’d like at least three witches to help me.” She gathered together Adelle, Leyni and another witch, Shayla, before vanishing with them all.

      I gazed at Yuri standing opposite me with blurred vision. I couldn’t imagine the pain he was going through. He’d lost both brother and wife in one swoop.

      “And now,” Derek continued, “we need to search the island for more survivors. We’ll start with areas that are worst affected and move on from there. We must leave no stone unturned.” He looked at Bella and Brett. “You two are in charge of searching the caves. If you find anyone, report back immediately. Everyone else will search the rest of the island.”

      And so we dispersed. Although I couldn’t conceive of how anyone who’d been on the beach when the dragons had struck could have survived, my heart kept the hope alive.

      We spent the next five hours running around the island, searching through the charred undergrowth and moving toward the areas that hadn’t been touched by the flames. We shouted out names until our voices broke.

      Kiev’s voice rang out in the distance. “I’ve found Mona!”

      Hurrying toward him, I found him standing on the old rowing boat in the middle of the lake, the witch lying unconscious in his arms.

      “She was just lying here… in this boat!” A mixture of joy and relief filled his voice, two emotions that I prayed I’d be experiencing shortly.

      “How do you think she got there?” I called.

      “No idea,” he said as he began to navigate the boat toward me. “She’s breathing, thank God. So I guess we’ll find out once she comes to.” He reached the bank and leapt out before racing away with Mona. “I’m taking her to Corrine,” he shouted back over his shoulder.

      As he disappeared into the dark woods, my hope strengthened that perhaps we’d find the others too.

      But that renewed hope only ended up causing more pain.

      We didn’t find them.

      After what felt like my seventh time traveling past the same stretch of forest, I finally stopped and stood still, staring around at the ravaged trees.

      We’re fooling ourselves.

      They’re gone.

      [image: ]

      Once the humans had evacuated the mountains and settled their families back into their homes—which, thanks to the Vale’s distance from the beach, hadn’t suffered damage—everyone who could fit into the courtyard in front of the Sanctuary gathered there.

      Rose had made Derek and I aware of the fact that we still weren’t on stable terms with the dragons, but none of us could think of them right now. Thankfully, they were understanding. Rose organized some refreshments and offered them seating within the Black Heights where they agreed to wait a while before we gave them reception.

      Mona still hadn’t come to, so for now she remained safely tucked into Corrine’s bed.

      I was grateful to see that Corrine had arranged for candles for everyone. The ceremony would have felt too bare without them, considering we had no coffins to bury. We stood in silence, the firelight glimmering in our glassy eyes, just allowing ourselves to feel the grief.

      After half an hour or so, Corrine cleared her throat. “Would, um, anyone like to say a few words?”

      Yuri stepped forward first. His eyelids red, he moved into the center of the courtyard and stood on the ridge of the fountain. His gaze was cast downward as he began to speak in a choked voice.

      “I… This, uh, will be brief.” He paused, swallowing hard. “My brother… Eli Vincent Lazaroff. No doubt most of you will remember him as the nerdy brainiac of the island.” His lips curved in a fond smile. “You’ll remember him for his logic and cool-headedness even in the most chaotic of times. For saving our backsides on too many occasions to recall.” He turned his head skyward, fixing his eyes on the stars. “But me? I’ll remember my brother for the side of him that most people didn’t have the privilege of witnessing. Behind the veil of his shyness, his seriousness, his introversion, was a sly sense of humor. A heart of laughter—” Yuri’s voice broke. His jaw tensed as he wiped tears from his eyes. “I’m sorry,” he breathed. “It’s too soon.”

      “It’s okay, sweetie,” Corrine said, tears brimming in her own eyes. “Maybe we can gather round for a proper memorial service in a few days or so—”

      Yuri winced. “Let me just try to… say a few words for my wife.” He fixed his eyes on the candle he was holding. “Claudia Jemima Lazaroff,” he said slowly, as though he were relishing every syllable of her name. “My beautiful, crazy, loving wife. If there was one thing I could always count on her for, it was to find some way to drive me insane. Yet with her constant banter, teasing insults, wild demands, exotic requests… God knows, I wouldn’t have changed that woman for the world. And if she was still standing before me now—” Yuri paused as his voice caught in his throat again. “Claudia, if you were standing before me now, I would get down on my knees. And I would beg you to forgive me for delaying so long. And I would tell you yes. A hundred times yes.”

      At that, Yuri broke down. Falling to his knees, he dropped his head into his hands.

      I guessed that most people here wouldn’t have understood what Yuri had meant by his last few sentences. But I understood. My father had told me how hard Claudia had been working to convince Yuri that she was responsible enough to have a baby of her own. I buried my head against Derek’s chest, a fresh flood of tears soaking his shirt.

      Although my chest felt so constricted I could barely breathe, it was time for me to honor my father. Drying my tears, I walked unsteadily toward the fountain and stood where Yuri had been.

      “Aiden Claremont,” I began, biting my lip to prevent it from trembling. “My father—”

      Before I could utter another word, a rough voice boomed across the courtyard. “What are you people doing?”

      I whirled around to see Brett and Bella standing at the corner of the crowds. Both had looks of confusion on their faces.

      “Shh, Brett!” Rose hissed, a look of fury on her face.

      “But Princess Rose—”

      “You’re interrupting my grandfather’s eulogy!”

      “What is it, Brett?” I called.

      “I found them.”

      Hundreds of jaws dropped to the floor.

      “What?” a chorus of us shot back at once.

      “I found them. Those missing people.”

      “Where?” I stammered, barely daring to believe my ears.

      “In my and Arabella’s caves. And some of the other caves nearby.”

      I rushed over to him in a flash and gripped his shoulders, shaking him.

      “Wha—what are you talking about? You’ve had hours and hours to search those few caves. How can you be telling us this only now?”

      The two ogres exchanged guilty glances. Bella prodded a chubby finger at Brett. “Well, we were heading toward the caves when he said he was hungry. So we stopped and built a fire. Found something to roast.” She paused, biting her fat lower lip. “Then afterward, he”—she pointed again at Brett, as though he were some kind of object—“said he was tired. So we had a nap… but we really didn’t mean to sleep so long, Queen Sofia—”

      I’d had enough of listening to Bella’s excuses, and so had everyone else, as we all abandoned the courtyard and raced toward the caves.

      My heart fluttered as we neared them. I kept expecting that somehow this was some cruel prank on the part of the ogres. But as we climbed over the rocks and looked toward the entrances, my fears were unfounded. There, lying on the floor of the caves—still paralyzed but all clearly conscious—were our missing people.
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      We all piled inside and hurried first toward our loved ones. I found my father toward the back of Bella’s cave. His face was frozen, so he couldn’t reveal the emotions I knew he was feeling, but I could see it in his eyes. I wrapped my arms around him and kissed his cheeks and forehead. Derek arrived next to me a few moments later, carrying Rose on his back. She leapt off and also embraced her grandfather.

      “We’re going to get you out of here, Dad,” I said, squeezing his shoulder.

      My mind was still crowded with questions about how they could have all possibly gotten here when I’d witnessed with my own eyes the blaze in the area they’d been lying in. But those questions didn’t matter right now.

      I looked over my shoulder and beckoned to Corrine and Ibrahim. They came hurrying over. “How do we release them from this spell?” I asked.

      Ibrahim furrowed his thick brows. “I don’t have a ready answer, I’m afraid. I tried back on the beach, actually, when the battle was still going on. This is a tough spell. We’re all going to need time to crack it.”

      “Then please hurry and start,” I said.

      While all the witches gathered together in a circle and began to converse, I caught Derek’s hand and together we began to do a headcount. After visiting all the caves that housed people, all our closest companions appeared to be there, but we were saddened that we were still missing some warriors. Although these could have been casualties of the battle with the witches before the dragons had arrived. We would hold a ceremony in honor of them after we’d managed to crack the black witches’ spell.

      We returned to the witches after about an hour to see if they’d made any progress.

      “Well?” Derek asked.

      Corrine looked nervously at her husband. “We’re no further forward. I have a feeling that we’re going to need Mona’s help on this,” she said.

      “Then focus on fixing Mona first,” Derek replied.

      “That’s what I was going to suggest,” Ibrahim said.

      “You’re going back to the Sanctuary?” Kiev’s voice came from behind us.

      Ibrahim nodded.

      “Then I’ll catch a ride.”

      Kiev, Derek and I vanished with the witches to the Sanctuary where Mona was resting, while Rose said she wanted to stay behind in the caves with Caleb. We gathered around the bed. The witch was still showing no signs of waking up.

      “I’ll try to put together a stronger potion this time. Less root juice,” Corrine muttered as she walked out of the bedroom.

      While waiting for her to return, I voiced the question I knew was running through all of our heads. Since all the captives were paralyzed and unable to talk yet, we were still in the dark about it.

      “How could those people be in the cave?” I asked nobody in particular. “I was in the area. I saw that blaze. And they can’t even move…”

      There was a silence as everyone pondered my words.

      “I can only assume it was the black witches protecting their captives,” Ibrahim said. “As we discovered, it’s not just humans they’re interested in. They must have swooped down in the nick of time before the flames swallowed them and vanished them all to the caves, away from the fire.”

      “It’s the only thing that makes sense,” Derek said, nodding.

      “I guess they were expecting to defeat the dragons and return for the vamps and werewolves later once they’d conquered the mountains,” I said.

      Corrine reentered the room with a steaming goblet of red potion. She set it down on the bedside table and propped Mona further up against the pillows before taking a seat on the edge of the bed. She reached for the goblet, then looked at Kiev.

      “Kiev, I need your help,” she said.

      Kiev was by her side within a second.

      “Kiss your woman,” Corrine said, as though it were the most normal request in the world.

      Kiev frowned. “Kiss her?”

      “Is that too much to ask?” Corrine snapped.

      Kiev wisely shut up and did as Corrine requested. He lowered his head to Mona and pressed his lips against hers in a chaste peck before raising his head again and looking toward Corrine.

      “Seriously?” Corrine raised her eyebrows. “What was that?”

      Kiev shrugged. “I was just trying to keep things decent.”

      The witch smirked. “Oh, please. Nobody thinks you’re decent, Kiev. Just kiss her.”

      Kiev returned a grin before dipping down and claiming Mona’s lips fully.

      “You see, dear,” Corrine said, bending over and watching Kiev’s kiss closely, “there is a method to my madness. Try to ease open her lips. They’re locked shut again. I used my fingers before, but a kiss will work better… Ah, there we are.”

      She gripped Kiev’s shoulder and pulled him away. Sure enough, Mona’s lips had parted. Corrine grabbed the goblet and tipped the liquid into Mona’s mouth.

      “She can’t swallow,” Kiev said. “Won’t she just choke?”

      “Hush,” was all the reply Kiev received.

      Truth be told, I found myself wondering the same thing as Kiev, but I dared not question the witch. She knew what she was doing.

      Corrine stopped pouring once her mouth was full, and gently pushed her jaw closed. Then she pinched Mona’s nostrils together, blocking her breathing completely.

      “Can you fetch a bucket, honey?” she called over her shoulder to Ibrahim.

      He vanished and reappeared holding a metal bucket. He placed it on the bed next to Corrine. She positioned it beneath Mona’s mouth.

      “If I did better with the potion this time, she’ll hopefully come around any moment now,” she said.

      Considering Mona couldn’t breathe, I certainly hoped so. We all let out a sigh of relief as Mona’s eyes shot open and she opened her mouth, coughing out all the red liquid—most of which Corrine managed to catch with the bucket. Once she’d finished coughing, she looked around at us blearily.

      “What—Where am I?” she mumbled.

      Kiev held her hand and squeezed it gently. “Darling, you’re in The Shade. In Corrine and Ibrahim’s bedroom.”

      She groaned, reaching for her stomach. Kiev’s eyes widened. “What’s wrong? Are you all right?”

      Mona swung her legs off the bed and staggered to her feet. She doubled over and a rush of vomit splattered onto Corrine’s silk rug.

      Corrine hurried to her side, wrapping an arm around her waist. “You’re going be okay, honey,” she said, rubbing Mona’s back even as she winced at the sight of her rug. “It’s just a side effect of the potion we gave you. Sometimes it can make you upchuck.”

      Mona shuddered as she finished vomiting and stood up straight, wiping her mouth with the back of her sleeve. “Wha—Where’s Rhys? The black witches?”

      “They’re all gone,” Kiev said, guiding her back to the bed and reseating her.

      She clutched her head. “Ugh. I feel so dizzy.”

      “Then lie down,” Kiev said. He eased her back against the pillows as Corrine handed her a glass of water. “When you’re ready, tell us what you remember.”

      After swallowing the glass, she let out a sigh. “Rhys,” she began. “He was the last thing I remember. We were having a duel. He was winning… by far. We ended up in a tree. He strapped me there. That’s the last thing I remember. Everything went black after that.”

      “Do you have any idea how you ended up in the rowing boat in the middle of the lake?” I asked.

      “The lake?” She frowned. “That’s where you found me?”

      “That’s where your dear fiancé found you,” Corrine replied, gesturing toward Kiev.

      “I have no idea,” Mona said, rubbing her forehead.

      “Well, that is bizarre,” Derek muttered.

      I was curious to discuss it further, but we had more pressing matters at hand.

      “Um, Mona,” I said. “As much as I’m sure you just want to rest right now, we really need your help. The black witches paralyzed our army—we need you to help us break their spell. Ibrahim, Corrine, all our witches, they’ve been trying but—”

      “Yes,” Mona said. She sat up from the pillows and, using Kiev’s shoulder as support, pulled herself into standing position. “I’ll see what I can do.” She looked gingerly down at her torn clothes, covered in dirt and vomit. “I’d just like to, er, change.”

      “And feel free to use the bathroom. There are fresh towels on the rack,” Corrine said, walking over to her wardrobe and pulling out a pair of pants and a shirt. She handed them to Mona before we all left the room, leaving Kiev and Mona some privacy.

      We were only waiting five minutes in the corridor outside before the couple emerged.

      “Okay,” Mona said, an anxious look on her face. “Let’s do this.”
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      I was a bag of nerves as we stood outside the caves, watching Mona as she moved from person to person. She hadn’t wanted us hanging over her, so we all watched from a distance as she worked whatever magic she was trying to work.

      After half an hour passed and not a single person had stirred, I was beginning to lose hope.

      “What if she can’t get rid of the spell?” I whispered.

      I was addressing Derek, but it was Rose who answered as she stood behind me next to Caleb.

      “Mom,” she said, sliding her hand into mine and squeezing it, “never fear what-ifs.”

      She exchanged a glance with Caleb, who beamed down at her. I was grateful for this unexpected comfort coming from my daughter. I smiled at her and kissed her cheek, holding her hand closer to me.

      “You’re right, my darling,” I said, “I shouldn’t fear them.”

      And she was right.

      After an hour, Mona finally cracked the spell. Cheers erupted from the crowds outside the caves who’d gathered to watch as the first captive—Saira, the werewolf—sat up and staggered to her feet. Mona worked much faster after that. Soon, everyone was either standing or sitting upright in the caves. Only then did Mona nod toward our direction and give us permission to enter the caves.

      We all rushed inside in a stampede.

      “Dad!” I squealed like a little girl as I caught sight of my father and flung myself into his arms.

      He chuckled and kissed my head. “Hi, sweetheart. How are you?”

      “Great, now you’re back.”

      “Grandpa!”

      I stepped back to give Rose a turn to embrace him.

      “Hello, Gramps,” Derek said, drawing him in for a man-hug.

      “Don’t get too cheeky, Novak,” Aiden said, feigning a glare at Derek. “You’ll be a Gramps before you know it.” He glanced briefly at Rose and Caleb, who was standing by her side. Rose’s cheeks turned red as she looked down at her feet.

      The five of us began moving around the caves, greeting all our newly awakened warriors.

      “Yuri!” Claudia’s shriek pierced my eardrums.

      Yuri was a blur as he shot toward Claudia. Locking his lips with hers, he gripped her waist and propped her up against the cave wall, bringing her to his level.

      “Claudia,” he breathed in between kisses. “Baby, I need to ask you something.”

      “Hm?” Her eyes still closed, she was lost in her husband’s embrace.

      He lowered her down to the floor and, holding her hand, lowered to his knees. Claudia’s eyes widened, her flushed lips parting.

      “Mrs. Lazaroff,” Yuri began, his eyes fixed on hers. “Will you have a baby with me?”

      Claudia looked like she was about to hyperventilate. Her breathing came fast and uneven as her mouth opened and closed. “I-Is this a joke?”

      Yuri shook his head, his eyes glistening with tears.

      Claudia broke down crying. Speechless, she nodded and gave her husband a watery smile before he enveloped her in his arms again.

      Aiden slapped Yuri on the back. “Nicely done, my man. Nicely done… About time, too.”

      Yuri’s dimples showed as he grinned from ear to ear.

      When Claudia finally stopped shaking, she looked up at Yuri with a teasing gleam in her eyes. “So, Lazaroff… now I know the secret to getting what I want from you. I should make you believe I’m dead more often.”

      Yuri’s smile faded, his jaw tensing just at the thought. “No. Please, don’t.”

      “Then you’d better kiss me again before I start getting ideas,” she whispered.

      Yuri clutched the sides of her head and crushed his lips against hers. She jumped up against him, wrapping her legs around his waist and making him stagger back. They were so consumed in each other as Yuri carried her toward the cave’s exit, they bumped into several vampires and werewolves along the way. Leaping down from the rocks outside and disappearing from our view, they headed straight for a bedroom somewhere, I supposed… if they made it that far.

      “Hey.” Eli approached us from behind, one arm wrapped around Adelle.

      “Eli!”

      We took turns in hugging him.

      “Did you see Yuri?” Aiden asked.

      “Yes.” He smirked. “Before my sister-in-law got hold of him.”

      “Good,” Aiden said. As he cast his eyes across the cave, his face lit up. “Kailyn,” he whispered.

      With the early signs of dawn showing in the sky outside the island’s boundary, the werewolves were already back in their human forms. Kailyn fought her way through the crowd and reached my father. He drew her against him and placed a chaste kiss on her cheek. But Kailyn was having none of that. She gripped his hair and pulled him down to kiss him full on the mouth.

      Finally, Dad…

      I couldn’t stop a goofy grin splitting my face. I almost let out a laugh at the sight of Rose. Her jaw had dropped as she stared at her grandfather. She looked at me in bewilderment.

      “When did this happen?” she mouthed.

      I just shrugged. Then, for some reason, I looked toward Adelle. Eli was in conversation with Derek, but her gaze… it was fixed on my father and his new werewolf girlfriend. I wasn’t sure the redhead was even aware that I was watching her. It was as if she was in a daze.

      “Sofia.” Derek’s voice interrupted my thoughts. “We should finish scoping out the damage around the island so that people can start getting housed… And then we’ll have to meet with those dragons.”

      “Agreed,” I said, ungluing my eyes from the witch.

      We knew the Vale and the witches’ mountain cabins were okay, but we still didn’t know whether the fire had reached the vampires and werewolves’ homes. We gathered together a group and set off.

      We were all relieved to discover that most of the treehouses had been spared—thanks to their distance from the Port and our witches’ haste in putting out the flames. There were only three in total that had been affected: Aiden’s, Gavin and Zinnia’s, and Ashley and Landis’. We’d accept our witches’ help in rebuilding those quickly.

      This lack of damage gave me reassurance that the homes of the werewolves and the vampires who’d arrived at The Shade with Mona and Kiev, northeast of the island, would also be mostly undamaged. I was wrong. Somehow the flames had spread there faster than I could have imagined and what was once a long row of townhouses was now a pile of rubble and ash.

      “Well,” my father said, surveying the scene as he stood next to Kailyn, “I see this as a good opportunity to finally integrate all these vampires and werewolves into the Residences. I doubt even the humans are in fear of them anymore, as some were when they first arrived.”

      “I agree,” I said. I raised an eyebrow at my husband.

      “I don’t see a reason why not,” he replied.

      “Then we should get started,” Ibrahim said. “We’ve a lot of construction to do. The Port is also a wreck.”

      As we all began to move toward the Residences, I stopped in my tracks, gripping Derek by the hand.

      “We’ll join you all later,” I said. “Derek and I have to meet with the dragons, and also check on something else.”

      “Dragons?” Everyone who’d been paralyzed whirled around in shock.

      “Yes,” Derek said. “They’re still on the island.” He proceeded to briefly explain what had happened. Once he’d finished and everyone moved away, he turned to me and asked, “Check on what else exactly?”

      “Quick, come with me.” Pulling him along behind me, I sped up into a sprint. It didn’t take long for him to catch on to where I was headed and soon, he was leading the way.

      Turning the final corner, we both let out sighs of relief.

      Our lighthouse. Our sanctuary. Our sacred space. It stood among the rocks, as tall as it ever had.

      “I’m not sure what I’d do if this was ever destroyed,” I said, twining my fingers with Derek’s. “I’m starting to think of it as the only constant thing about The Shade.” I shuddered, recalling the trauma I’d experienced only a few hours ago of believing my father to be dead.

      Derek shook his head. “I disagree. We are constants.”

      “But our lives, even as supernaturals… they are so fragile.”

      “Yet we survive.”

      I looked Derek straight in the eye. “But this isn’t the kind of survival that I want for us, Derek. Not for our people, or our family. Recently, we’ve been living on the edge of our seats, in tension and fear… hell, this isn’t a life I’d wish upon anyone.”

      My husband gathered me closer to him. His gaze intensified as he said, “It won’t always be like this, Sofia. I promise.”

      I didn’t know how he could promise such a thing, but my heart lightened at his words.

      Derek Novak never had been one to make loose promises.
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      Caleb and I decided to stay for a while longer greeting people in the caves before heading to meet with the dragons early. I felt nervous about testing their patience for too much longer. The last thing everyone’s wrecked nerves needed was another dragon scare.

      But as we made our way toward the exit, I bumped into my aunt and uncle, who were walking hand in hand. I’d seen them at the ceremony some hours earlier, of course, but nobody had been in any state to talk much. Now, Vivienne took the opportunity to pull me aside.

      “You tricked me, Rose.” She looked down at me sternly. “You do realize that if you hadn’t turned into Dragon Woman and saved the backsides of everyone on this island, I would be furious with you right now.” Slowly, her expression softened and a smile formed on her lips. “You’re like sand through my fingers, you are. Trying to keep tabs on a ghoul would be easier.”

      “Well… it’s hardly my fault that I have Novak genes.”

      “I suppose not,” she said. Her expression tightened again. “You really make me worry about your future niece or nephew.” She looked toward Xavier. “I’m having second thoughts about Leo.”

      “Second thoughts?” I asked.

      Xavier smirked. “Your aunt finally caved in to Leo as a name about half an hour ago.”

      “Oh, come on, Viv,” I said. “A name’s not going to make a bit of difference. He or she is going to be a whirlwind. You’d be better off just embracing it.”

      “That’s what I told Vivienne,” Xavier said.

      She bit her lip. “I guess you’re right.”

      “So,” I said, “speaking of whirlwinds, Caleb and I are off to meet with the dragons.”

      “Just the two of you?” Xavier asked. “I’ll accompany you.”

      “I think the fewer people present, the better,” I said. “But thanks for the offer.”

      Neither of them looked comfortable about letting us go alone, but at least by now, they understood the way I appeared to have with the dragons—even though I still didn’t fully understand it myself.

      We parted ways from them. Caleb and I dropped down from the rocks onto the sand. We’d barely made it ten feet when I caught sight of a shirtless young man with tousled blond hair. It was Micah. He was standing on the beach some distance away, his feet submerged in the water. By his side was a blonde girl… Kira.

      I stopped in my tracks and looked up at Caleb. “You can hear what they’re saying?” Of course he could. We were more than close enough.

      Caleb frowned at me. “I could,” he replied. “But I’m focusing on other sounds right now.”

      “Well, could you focus on their conversation for just a moment and tell me what’s going on?”

      Caleb looked at me in half amusement, half disapproval. “No, Rose. I will not eavesdrop on Micah’s conversation.”

      I rolled my eyes, feigning disparagement. “Well, you can wait here with your dignity then.”

      I left Caleb’s side, moving from boulder to boulder until there were no more I could hide behind. But I was just about close enough. I peeked round the side, straining to listen in. I felt guilty for doing this, but I knew how much—and for how long—Micah had been pining for this girl. This was a conversation that I just didn’t have the self-control to walk away from—even at the expense of making the dragons wait a few minutes longer.

      By now, Micah could have heard me approach if he’d been tuned in. But I doubted that he’d have focus for anything right now other than the girl in front of him.

      “Looks like we’ll all be moving into the trees,” Kira said.

      “Yes,” Micah replied. “It will certainly be different.” I could detect tightness in his voice even as he tried to play it cool.

      “I’m guessing that my sister is going to finally abandon me and move in with Aiden,” she said with a chuckle. “It’s about time Kailyn found herself another man.”

      “Oh, I’m so happy for her.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “She’s really fallen hard for him. I haven’t seen her so besotted with anyone since Hendrick. I should be feeling more excited for her… I suppose I’m just not used to the idea of living alone.”

      Get in there, wolf boy.

      There was a pause. I held my breath.

      “I’m used to it,” Micah replied, his voice sounding more uneven by the syllable. “I like my own space. But if you feel your treehouse is too big for you, you’re always welcome to be my housemate.”

      Boom.

      Her eyelashes fluttered as she looked up at Micah. She gave him a coy smile. “Thanks, Micah. I might take you up on that offer.”

      “In fact”—Micah cleared his throat—“I’d very much like you to be my housemate.”

      Even from this distance, I could make out Kira blushing. She was so obviously attracted to him. I didn’t understand why Micah had waited so long to just ask her out. Boys.

      He slowly reached for her hands, cupping them in his, as he took a step closer toward her and gazed down into her eyes. His voice dropped so quiet that I almost didn’t hear him say:

      “I’d also very much like to tell you, Kira… that I’m in love with you.”

      I could almost feel Micah’s nerves electrifying the atmosphere. Despite my confidence in what I thought I saw in Kira, even I found myself digging my fingers into the sand as we waited for her response.

      “I wish you’d told me sooner, Micah,” she began in a small voice.

      My stomach plummeted.

      “Because there I was all this time,” she continued, “thinking that you didn’t love me… the way I love you.”

      Cheers and wolf-whistles erupted in my head. Micah closed the distance between them and, running his hands through Kira’s hair, claimed her lips. They kissed chastely at first, then with abandon.

      I shot a look back at Caleb and gave him a big thumbs up. He shook his head in rebuke, even as his chest vibrated from laughing.

      Now I had no more excuses to be here. Remaining ducked below the boulders, I made my way back to Caleb.

      “Shall we proceed?” he said, rolling his eyes.

      “Yes,” I said, looping my arm through his. “Let’s.”
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      I didn’t let myself get distracted again. Even when we passed Griffin with Becky, we continued walking. They appeared to be too wrapped up in each other anyway to notice us.

      Gavin and Zinnia had considered Griffin too newly turned and unstable in his abilities to fight, so they’d insisted that he stayed in the mountains with the humans. Even though Griffin and Becky had just spent many hours together in the Black Heights, they couldn’t seem to get enough of each other. I still felt nothing but thrilled for him—it certainly helped to ease the guilt I felt whenever he looked my way.

      Arriving outside the entrance to the Black Heights, I felt my palms begin to sweat. I moved to push open the door, but Caleb held me back—apparently sensing my discomfort. He looked down at me with concern.

      “Do you want to take a moment?” he asked.

      It was uncanny how he seemed to know me better than I knew myself sometimes.

      I swallowed hard and nodded. “Yeah.”

      I turned to face the clearing that had served as our battleground only hours ago. The dead witches and vampires had been scraped off the ground and disposed of—I didn’t know where. But the signs of the mighty struggle still remained etched on the charred grass.

      I began to replay the last conversation I’d had with the fire breathers. Instead of stealing me away, they’d agreed to consider remaining on this island and finding mates from the human girls who lived here. But the more I thought about our discussion, the more I realized how many holes there were in my representation to my father of how “settled” things were with the dragons.

      What exactly did they even mean by “needing females”? Were they looking for partners—lovers—or just… baby machines? I’d assumed at the time they’d meant the former—that they’d romance and fall in love with a girl. But I had no idea how these bizarre creatures’ minds worked. Consensual to them could hold an entirely different meaning to us.

      My gut clenched. I should have used my brain before offering up the island’s entire population of single women.

      And once the dragons had made their choices, would they take the girls back to their realm forever?

      What was stopping them from stealing away all the girls and then swiping me as well? Were these noble creatures, or were they brutes? Given my recent escapades with Caleb, I didn’t exactly have a pleasant taste left over in my mouth when it came to the dealings of various types of supernaturals.

      I realized I was ignoring Caleb’s advice to not dwell on what-ifs, but right now, I couldn’t help myself.

      Doubt upon doubt assailed my mind, until I reached the point of being overwhelmed.

      Caleb had meant for me to take a moment to gather my calm before stepping inside. I’d just gone and triggered the beginnings of a nervous breakdown.

      But it was clear that waiting any longer before stepping inside would only make things worse. So I stopped pacing up and down and moved toward the door.

      Caleb gripped the back of my shoulder blades, digging his fingers into my tense muscles. “Take a deep breath, Maiden of Fire.”

      Although he’d called me it in jest, somehow that name combined with the release of tension in my muscles made my breathing steadier, my thoughts a little less frenzied.

      I caught his hand and held it tight as we walked through the entrance. We moved quickly to the chamber where I’d left them all. I was relieved when we heard deep voices echoing down the corridor toward us—at least they hadn’t left to wander around some other part of the island and their voices didn’t sound angry. Still, my hand was shaking as I pushed open the door to their room.

      When we stepped inside, a hushed silence fell about the chamber as all eyes fixed on Caleb and me.

      “I’m sorry for the wait,” I said, looking from one to the other and doing my best to feign confidence. Even though I’d seen them all together before in their humanoid forms on guiding them in here, it was still a shock to the system to be suddenly subjected to a whole room full of these fierce, disquietingly powerful men.

      I was amazed by how unfazed Caleb was by them. I didn’t detect even the slightest quickening in his breathing, though he kept a strong hold on me as we walked into the center of the room. Caleb had been through so much in his life, I supposed he was fearless in the face of most things.

      Jeriad stepped to the front of the crowd and towered over me. I held his aquamarine gaze as steadily as I could.

      “We’ve decided we want this island’s human females.”

      My heart hammered against my chest. “I-I’m glad you were able to come to a decision,” I said. “I do have some questions for you. Shall we take a seat?” I gestured toward the benches lining the edges of the room.

      Caleb and I waited for the dragons to sit down first. Then, seeing that they’d left a space for us a few feet away from Jeriad, we sat next to him.

      I wet my lower lip, trying to figure out the most diplomatic way to phrase my first question. “Jeriad, what do you mean exactly by wanting The Shade’s human females?”

      His dark eyebrows furrowed. “Did I not tell you already?”

      “You indicated that your species need females to help you procreate.” I gave him a small, nervous smile. “But I mean, a lot of things happen between a male and female’s first meeting and having a child… right?”

      I watched him closely, gauging his reaction. The blood drained from my face as his eyes narrowed on me.

      “What’s the purpose of that question?” he asked.

      “I want to understand how you dragons work. Here on Earth, there are certain procedures for these things, while certain behaviors are considered unacceptable.”

      Jeriad exchanged glances with his comrades. Then, to my surprise, they all burst out chuckling. Their laughter was deep—almost melodious—and seemed to well up from the very pits of their stomachs.

      Jeriad faced me once again. “Tell me, maiden, what your… procedures are. I think we’d all take delight in hearing them.”

      Taken aback, I began stumbling for words. “Well, our procedures are usually like this. A man and woman meet. They’re either attracted to each other, or they aren’t. Only if both feel attraction do they keep seeing each other. After some time, they either fall deeply in love, or they don’t. Only if both feel love for one another do they consider spending the rest of their lives together—which will often result in having children.”

      I paused.

      Jeriad raised a brow. “That’s it?”

      “Mm.” I nodded. “Pretty much.”

      Another wave of chuckling made its way round the chamber.

      “You humans are backward creatures, aren’t you?” Jeriad smirked.

      I widened my eyes at him. “Excuse me?”

      Jeriad stood up and closed the distance between him and me. He placed his hands on his knees as he bent down until his face was inches away from mine. “Let’s put it this way, princess,” he said softly, “if there’s anything we dragons need to be taught while here on Earth, it’s not the artistry of romance.”

      Artistry of romance?

      Who talks like that?

      I was relieved that he’d used the word “romance”, but left in a daze by the passion blazing in his eyes. The hairs on my arms stood on end as he looked at me, even as his proximity heated me up like an oven. Tearing my eyes away from him, I stood up myself and took a few steps back from him.

      “Okay.” I let out a deep breath. “So, uh, we’re cool?”

      He cocked his head to one side.

      “I-I mean, we appear to be on the same page. In other words, you’re looking for love.”

      A small smile crept across Jeriad’s lips as he nodded. “You have no idea, damsel, of the type of love we’re capable of… If you’d stayed in our realm long enough to meet our prince, one conversation with him would have been all it would have taken to drive you to forget this vampire.”

      Caleb’s jaw tensed. My hands balled into fists as I felt them begin to heat up.

      “If you’re still entertaining any notions that I am to be swayed,” I said heatedly, “I suggest you drop them now, dragon. Nothing, and I repeat, nothing, could replace this man in my eyes. Not a dragon. Not a werewolf. Not a god. Nor a whole planet swarming with all three.”

      The warm light of the lanterns lining the walls flickered in Jeriad’s eyes as he crossed his arms over his chest. “If you say so,” he said, a hint of amusement playing across his face. “We won’t waste our time in pursuing you.”

      I paused, waiting for my body to cool down before continuing, “And—once you have courted and chosen your partners—would you want to take them back to The Hearthlands?”

      “If our lovers so desired,” Jeriad said. “Now we’ve discovered a gate, we would certainly wish for our offspring to return there.”

      “Okay.” I sat back down next to Caleb, lifting his arm and sliding it around me as I kept my eyes on Jeriad. There was something strangely charming about these dragons. Their words should have come across as arrogant and presumptuous. But somehow, they didn’t. I’d only gotten irritated because they’d made Caleb feel uncomfortable and, while I didn’t believe for a moment that their prince could make me forget Caleb, I couldn’t ignore the confidence that oozed from every pore of their skin. I didn’t doubt that they were expert lovers and would be capable of making any woman very, very happy.

      The door creaked open behind us. I whirled around to see my parents enter the room.

      “Hi, Mom and Dad,” I said, beckoning them over toward us. “So Jeriad and I have been having a little talk and we’ve come to a clearer understanding. They want to stay here and romance our single ladies.”

      My father looked around at the crowd. “How many of you wish to stay?” he asked.

      “I would estimate just one hundred of us to start with,” Jeriad replied. “Some of our group here with me now—ten or so—will return to inform the royal family, and come back again to the island with the prince—for whom finding a partner is a priority.”

      One hundred dragons. That would provide us all with a nice amount of protection.

      “What type of accommodation is your preference?” my mother asked. “We have witches here skilled in constructing almost anything.”

      “We like mountains,” Jeriad said instantly. “The chambers within this range could be made suitable for us with some guidance on our part to the witches.”

      “We’ll arrange for a meeting then, with you and our witches, and you can detail your requirements and preferences,” my mother said.

      “And, um, what do you do for food?” I asked nervously, recalling their appetite for ogre flesh.

      Jeriad’s gaze once again fell upon my face. “We shall remain primarily in these forms while we remain on this island, and we will eat as the humans do.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. Brett and Bella would still be terrified when they discovered that the dragons were to remain with us permanently, but at least they would be a little less menacing in their humanoid forms.

      “When will you leave for your prince?” my father asked.

      “As soon as this meeting is over.”

      I took that as my cue to leave. I’d asked them everything I’d wanted to ask them for now—and, assuming they were telling the truth, I was satisfied that I’d done the right thing by letting them mingle with the island’s large population of human woman.

      I reached out a hand to Jeriad. “I’ll see you again soon, no doubt.”

      He gripped my hand, the warmth of his skin melding with my own. His touch was surprisingly gentle for a man of his prowess, though I supposed it had been quite deliberate, since he was touching a damsel.

      Drawing away, Caleb and I headed out of the Black Heights while my parents stayed behind to talk with them further. As we entered into the clearing, I asked, “What should we do now…?”

      As I gazed up at him, my voice trailed off. I was surprised by how intensely he was staring at me. Ignoring my question, he swept me off my feet and raced with me in his arms up the side of the mountain. As our cabin came into view—thankfully unscathed in the battle—I realized where he was headed.

      He flew up the porch steps and barged through the door. Closing the door behind us with his heel, he carried me straight to our bedroom. Laying my head against the pillows, he climbed over me and straddled my hips. He placed his hands either side of my head and lowered his face until his lips were so close I could practically taste them.

      Finally, he answered my question in a whisper. “It’s been a long night. I think we should sleep.”

      “Sleep, huh? You don’t exactly strike me as tired.”

      “I’m never tired when I’m with you.” Breathing heavily, he ran his mouth down my throat toward my chest, leaving a trail of kisses.

      “Then you’re going to be one tired vampire in a hundred years’ time,” I managed to whisper back. His touch was lighting me on fire again. I hoped I wouldn’t become too hot or lose control and start spouting flames.

      He paused, raising his head to look me in the eye. “Just a hundred?”

      “Well, more. But we need to figure out how to turn me into a vampire without me going wild like my brother.”

      He dipped his head again and continued caressing my body, but I could tell that something was bothering him. After he’d undressed me, I beckoned him toward me and pulled him into my arms. Twining my legs with his, I rested his head against my chest. “I meant what I said to those dragons, Caleb,” I said softly. “I’m yours… and if you hold onto me, I always will be.”

      His hold around me tightened. Positioning himself so that he was level with me on the pillows, he gazed into my eyes. “Is it possible for ice to hold onto fire?”

      I slipped my hand into his. “You’re holding onto me now,” I whispered, pressing my lips against his cheek. “Just don’t let go.”

      Inhaling deeply, he reached for the back of my head and drew me closer before I could pull away again. He shut his eyes, and his lips closed around mine hungrily. I moaned, relishing the feel of his tongue exploring my mouth.

      Finally, he lifted his head. My heart swelled as he smiled down at me, his chocolate-brown eyes lighting up.

      “I still might not admit to belonging in your world, Rose,” he said. “But I can no longer deny that I belong with you.”
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      I’d already suggested that Kailyn move in with me once the new residences were built among the treetops, but for the time being, we retreated to an empty mountain cabin. I didn’t want to assume she’d be ready to share a bed with me so early in our relationship, so I’d made sure to choose one with two bedrooms.

      Neither of us had any possessions to bring with us, since both of our homes had been destroyed in the blaze. Unlocking the front door, I pushed it open and we walked inside. I walked her along the hallway, pointing out the kitchen and bathroom before reaching the back of the building where the two bedrooms were situated. I opened each of their doors for her to look inside.

      “Your choice,” I said, with a smile.

      She twisted a lock of her curly blonde hair between her fingers, a mischievous glint in her eye. “I’ll take whatever’s your choice.”

      Okay, then.

      I knew Kailyn wasn’t exactly one to be shy, but I couldn’t deny that her answer surprised me. We’d only just shared our first kiss a short while ago. Sharing a bed so soon… I didn’t feel at ease with it. But perhaps this was just the way of werewolves. They moved fast.

      I chose the room with the best view of the ocean and sat down on the edge of the bed. She took a seat next to me, sliding her hand into mine and resting her head on my shoulder.

      “I hope I don’t make you feel uncomfortable, Aiden,” she said quietly.

      I brushed my fingers against her cheek and planted a kiss on her forehead. “I’m not going to lie,” I said, smiling as I took in her pretty face. “I wouldn’t have suggested sleeping together so soon…”

      “We don’t have to—”

      I pressed a finger to her lips. “But, Kailyn, your frankness is something that I love about you. You don’t play games or beat around the bush. I don’t have to try to read your mind. You tell me what you want, and you’re not afraid of doing so. It’s a quality that’s rarer than you might think… Honestly, it’s a breath of fresh air.”

      She bit her lip, staring out at the distant horizon though the window. I wrapped an arm around her, holding her closer against me.

      “While I would prefer we waited at least a while longer before making love,” I continued, “I don’t want this to stop you being as open with me as you have been till now. You don’t need to worry about making me feel uncomfortable, because I’ll tell you if I feel uncomfortable.” I kissed her cheek. “Can you promise me you won’t stop?”

      She smiled, dimples forming in her rosy cheeks. “Okay, vampire. I promise.” She stood up and leaned against the wall, looking down at me. “It’s just been a long time since I’ve been with someone. And I really, really like you, Aiden.”

      I felt the blood rise in my own pale cheeks. “You know that I adore you, too.” I stood next to her, pressing her back against the wall as I dipped down to kiss her lips. “I’d just like more time to romance you.”

      “I can live with that,” she said, draping her arms around my neck and kissing me harder.

      A knock at the front door interrupted our passion. I walked to the door, opening it to see Kailyn’s younger sister, Kira, standing there with a huge smile on her face.

      “I heard you two were headed here,” she said. “Is Kailyn around?”

      Kailyn appeared by my side. “What’s up, sis?”

      “Micah. He just—” Kira looked close to tears as she clasped her hands over her mouth. “He just told me he loved me.” She leapt into Kailyn’s arms, burying her head against her neck.

      Kailyn squealed. “I told you so! I could see it in that boy’s eyes.” Kailyn turned to me. “You’re going to have to excuse me for half an hour while I go see the lad and squeeze out all the juicy details,” she said.

      “Go right ahead,” I chuckled, watching them jump the steps and clamber down the mountainside.

      I sighed, closing the door behind me and heading to the bathroom. I switched on the shower and began undressing. I was about to step inside when there was another knock at the front door. I grabbed a towel and wrapped it around my waist before hurrying to the entrance again. I wasn’t expecting Kailyn to be back so soon, but I certainly wasn’t expecting to find Adelle Ardene standing on my doorstep. As I looked her over—her long red hair twined in a braid over one shoulder—I realized how close we were to her old home.

      “Adelle,” I said, raising a brow as I tightened the towel around my waist and leaned against the doorpost. “What brings you here?”

      “Well, I… I didn’t get a chance to speak to you properly in the caves. I-I just wanted to say how happy I am you’re all right.” Her demeanor was awkward and rigid like it had been when she’d walked in on Kailyn and I sharing a kiss on the mountaintop.

      “Well, yeah. Thanks.”

      “I’m sorry if I disturbed you,” she said, her eyes falling to my bare torso.

      “I was just about to get in the shower.”

      “Okay,” she said breathlessly. She took a step away, and I was shocked as she almost tripped backward down the stairs. I whizzed forward and gripped her arm just in time to stop her.

      I looked her closely in the eyes. “Are you all right, Adelle?”

      “I’m fine,” she said, even as tears brimmed behind her eyelids. “I… I should get going.”

      “Okay. Just take care of yourself, all right?”

      She gulped, nodding. I waited until she’d safely descended the stairs before backing into the cabin again. I was about to lock the door when something slammed against it. I opened it, my mouth hanging open to see Adelle outside the doorstep again. This time, instead of timidly waiting outside, she pushed open the door and slipped in before shutting it behind her. Tears were now streaming freely down her cheeks.

      “Are you alone?” she whispered.

      “Yes. Why? What’s wrong?” I urged. “Talk to me.”

      Her lips trembled as she said, “It’s just w-when we thought you all were dead… Oh, God, this sounds so terrible… It wasn’t Eli at the forefront of my mind.” Her voice broke. “It was you, Aiden. All the times we’d spent together flashed before my eyes. Our classroom chats, our walks by the lake, our chamomile tea breaks—” She buried her head in her hands. “It’s so wrong and I feel so awful about it.”

      I stared at her, stunned speechless.

      “I don’t even know why I’m telling you this. I just… had to let it out, I guess.” She roughly wiped away her tears with the back of her hand even as more flowed from her eyes. “Please don’t tell Eli I came here,” she croaked. “I don’t want to hurt him.”

      Before I could gather myself to say anything, she’d vanished from the spot.

      Leaning back against the closed door, I slid down to the floor, staring blankly at the opposite wall.

      Adelle Ardene. She was my type if I’d ever had one. Everything about that woman—from her luscious red hair and slender long-legged figure, to her charm and intelligence—had had me yearning for her for years.

      Now here she was standing before me, practically professing her love for me… too late.

      Damn.

      Why can life never just be simple?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 42: Derek

        

      

    

    
      After Sofia and I had finished meeting with the dragons, we parted ways. She headed off to check on the humans and then begin preparations for the memorial ceremony we were to hold for those brave warriors we’d lost, while I took some time out to be alone. I headed to the beach near the Port, which had borne the brunt of the flames. Walking close to the waves through the piles of ash, I cast my gaze out toward the horizon. Dawn had now broken beyond the island’s boundary—the sun a brilliant ball of fire rising in the sky.

      As I watched it, the promise I’d made Sofia replayed in my mind. She was right that survival had been our only way of living for the longest time. Ever since leading the first vampires to The Shade all those centuries ago, all I’d done was worry about securing ourselves against outside forces.

      But after the victory against the black witches, and with the pending arrival of at least a hundred dragons, it couldn’t be denied that tides had turned.

      Yes, there were still many uncertainties hanging over us.

      What would the black witches’ next move be? Would they remain a direct threat to us, or would they move on to new shores?

      How had our daughter suddenly developed her powers? And why would they come now, after all these years of lying dormant?

      What was becoming of our son? His sheer strength combined with his lust for blood and lack of control reminded me all too much of the shadow of a man I’d been before I met Sofia.

      What would become of the human world as we knew it, now that a supernatural’s existence had been broadcast on mainstream media for the first time in history? It was still too early to predict what the repercussions would be, but I feared that Ben’s breaking this ancient code of secrecy was the beginning of an avalanche of unforeseen consequences.

      All these doubts and more crowded my mind.

      But as I stood on that beach watching the sun’s ascent, a sense of calm formed within me, rising above the chaos.

      Whatever we were up against now, this was a new dawn breaking over The Shade.

      No longer one of weakness, or clinging to survival.

      No.

      This was a dawn of strength.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          ￼Chapter 43: Rhys

        

      

    

    
      I hated myself for it. But I did it. I saved Mona from that burning tree.

      After all she’d done to betray me and my people, I should have just left her to the flames. Yet as the fire closed in on the forest, something within me just… couldn’t let her go.

      But that was the last piece of mercy she would experience from me if we ever crossed paths again. Julisse had waited toward the end of the battle to inform me of our younger sister’s demise. She hadn’t wanted the grief to distract me from our mission. But as we arrived back on our frozen island—most of us injured and all of us fatigued from the battle—she showed me Arielle’s corpse that she’d managed to salvage.

      I gazed over her body as it lay on the floor of the entrance to the castle. Crouching down, I brushed my palm against Arielle’s bloodied forehead, planting kisses over her closed eyelids.

      Careful to contain my emotions, I stood up and walked over to the window. I placed my palms flat against the glass panes and gazed out at the snowy peaks surrounding us.

      We had come so close to taking hold of The Shade. As we’d neared those mountains, I’d already been mentally preparing for the first ritual we would perform that night. To have it all taken away so quickly had been a shock to all of us.

      Yet I didn’t even allow the thought to enter my head that we’d failed. I couldn’t. Lilith was hanging on to life by a thread. Allowing her to slip away before the blood rites were complete would be worse than committing suicide—we’d not only be condemning ourselves to a life of fruitless effort, but our kind’s future generations would continue to degenerate under The Sanctuary’s complacent and inept leadership. I could already imagine a time not far away from now when witches would become slaves to more powerful races. Our magic—a sacred gift to be revered, and the only thing that gave us our identity—would dilute to such a state that it would be merely used for mundane chores, or perhaps for entertainment.

      Feeling the heat rise in my body, I turned to face Julisse, who was still gazing down upon Arielle’s face.

      “We might be suffering now,” I said, stepping round the corpse and gripping Julisse’s arm. “But never forget. The sacrifices we make now will benefit generations to come. Arielle, Celice, and all those we’ve lost will be honored as martyrs in time.”

      “I know they will be, brother,” she replied, her voice hoarse.

      “There will be time for mourning our sister later. Now, we need to change course. Any witch with palms intact has exactly one hour to rest. After that, we all head to the nearest, most densely populated human shore.”

      Julisse’s eyes widened. “What are you thinking?” she whispered.

      “What we now lack in the variation of blood found in The Shade, we must make up for in quantity of human blood. And quickly.”

      “But the number of humans we’d be talking about… there’s no way we could gather any number close to that in a short period of time without being detected.”

      I breathed out impatiently. “Did Isolde not tell you about the Novak boy?”

      “The Novak boy?”

      “He’s already broken the code. It’s only a matter of time now before others follow suit… We might as well be the first to get in line.”

      [image: ]
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